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Abstract 
This PhD project explores patterns of interaction and communication in open offices. The study 
considers how talk is ordered and organised between staff members, both back stage and also when 
clients are present. It involves the collection of audio and video recordings of employees in the 
context  of  their  daily  routine  work.  These  recordings  facilitate  the  consideration of  a  range of 
interactional resources used by colleagues, including talk, gesture, bodily orientation and also the 
use of office technologies, such as computer keyboards and telephones. The aim of the project is to 
refine our understanding of how colleagues in open offices move from seemingly individual tasks to 
more explicit collaborative activities. 
Throughout the empirical chapters, particular attention is paid to those moments when new episodes 
of talk emerge. This focus is important as it goes to the heart of contemporary debates about the 
nature of open offices: the tension between claims about the enhanced opportunities for knowledge 
sharing and counter claims about the increased problems of interruption and distraction. While there 
are many articles on the advantages and disadvantages of the open office, there are remarkably few 
that explore the organisation of talk amongst people in open office environments.
The study’s methodological  approach is  informed by ethnomethodology (EM) and conversation 
analysis (CA) and the project has been built around the collection and analysis of video data. Audio-
visual recordings are reviewed and transcribed using standard CA orthographies to aid the analysis 
and explore in depth the sequential organisation of talk and non-vocal conduct. The study’s research 
approach also draws on ethnographic field observations, discussions with participants and open-
ended interviews. The combination of these materials allows the researcher to unpack the social 
practices that underpin work and collaboration. 
The study contributes  to  contemporary debates  in  conversation analysis,  workplace studies  and 
organisation  studies  more  generally,  unpacking  the  organisation  of  initiation  sequences  in 
institutional  settings.  The main findings of  this  research study focus on:  (i)  the ways in which 
objects  and  technologies  provide  resources  for  initiating  interaction;  (ii)  the  distinctive 
characteristics of initiations in multi-party interaction; (iii) and the ways in which shared knowledge 
in  the  office  is  used  in  initiating  interactions.  These  findings  contribute  to  key  debates  in 
organisation studies concerning the advantages and disadvantages of open offices — by revealing 
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1. Exploring the ‘Crucible of Collaboration’
Large scale offices with a large number of people in open areas have a long standing history. 
The first purpose built open office was created in the UK in 1729 for the East India Company, and 
from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, during the Industrial Revolution, industries like banking, 
rail, insurance, retail, petroleum and telegraphy began implementing these kinds of open offices as 
well (Hamilton, 2011). Initially these offices were based on factory line kinds of structures, focusing 
on efficiency and strict divisions of labour. However, from the 1960s there has been a re-orientation 
of the rhetoric and organisation of open offices, indeed the way in which we think about the value 
of open offices has transformed. Now there is an ideology and culture bound up with open offices, 
which has led to a new rhetoric around knowledge sharing, flat hierarchies, flexibility and a fun 
work/play  community  (Nesta,  2015;  Kim  and  De  Dear,  2013,  p.19;  Baldry,  1999  p.547). 
Organisations are striving to create a productive collaborative workforce.
For instance in Silicon Valley, Facebook is now creating the biggest open plan office in history, with 
the  idea  of  hosting 2,800 engineers  in  a  single  room (Nesta,  2015).  In  Apple’s  new corporate 
campus “no-one will ever be more than two and a half minutes away from any one else: the ultimate 
crucible  of  collaboration”  (Nesta,  2015).  In  London,  the  BBC's  new  Broadcasting  House 
headquarters has booths in common areas where staff can have meetings, while the Royal Institute 
of British Architects has a ‘forum’ where everyone in the organisation can congregate (Hickey, 
2014).  The  trend  of  open  offices  goes  hand  in  hand  with  the  idea  of  a  ‘corporate  life’ and  a 
‘corporate culture,'  as people nowadays are more and more looking to work for companies that 
“harness the effort initiative of its employees in the service of high-quality collective performance 
and at the same time provides them with ‘the good life’ ” (Kunda, 2009, p.362).
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Facebook Office  Apple’s Office 
Images from: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/apple
         https://storify.com/allaboutgeorge/facebook-new-building-opens-mpk20
One of the features of open offices is that for the kinds of tasks for the more creative work, 
engineering work and technology work there is an interdependence and independence of activities. 
For instance, people may work on the same project together, meaning that they may carry out some 
aspect of the work independently but some parts of it  may require collaboration, such as share 
information, update each other on developments. For example, in news-paper agencies people may 
work on separate stories but need to share with their colleagues what they are working on. There is 
an ongoing dialogue with colleagues and a reporting element in some of these open offices ranging 
from smaller offices to larger ones, requiring teamwork and collaboration among colleagues. Some 
of  today’s  open  offices  also  make  use  of  a  greater  flow  of  digital  information  adopting  new 
technologies, such as Skype and virtual chats which has allowed employees to communicate and 
collaborate across teams, across departments and across offices around the world. People in offices 
are essentially working together, apart.
A lot of this collaborative work is indeed computer focused, people working side by side using the 
same software. Much of what they do is bound into documents and information they are obtaining 
on screen and from telephone conversations.  So,  sometimes this  means  that  to  undertake their 
individual tasks, people may need assistance and seek advice as they could be sharing clients, using 
the  same  programs;  making  their  work  activities  interdependent.  The  ready  availability  of 
individuals, sitting in close proximity to one another allows for conversations to emerge without 
having to pre arrange a formal meeting, theoretically facilitating communication and collaboration. 
The idea of openness linked to this open office design according to the New York Times is driven by 
the less hierarchic nature of modern work, reinforced by the fact that “information flows up better 




India,  the  3.2  billion  pound healthcare  firm,  GSK,  after  adopting an  open plan  design,  has  its 
managing director sitting at the desk with everybody else (Davi, 2014). Some corporations have 
adopted  innovative  ways  of  enforcing  interactions  and  maintaining  flat  hierarchies  by  creating 
spaces for interaction. Bloomberg for example, encourages employees to reach what they call “the 
link” floor before heading to their respective floors, in this “link” floor there is a snack bar which is 
meant to create opportunities for impromptu meetings and interactions between employees (Davi, 
2014).
The  issues  bound up with  the  open office  are  concerned with  the  ways  in  which  people  both 
preserve the autonomy of their own activities and tasks while simultaneously and systematically 
coordinate their own activities and actions with actions and activities of others. So the criticalness 
of coordination and collaboration in these offices and the changes in the division of labour, results 
in people often involved in moving between individual and collaborative work. 
These  office  ecologies  have  been  in  part  developed  to  encourage  these  kinds  of 
interdependencies and yet these environments are heavily criticised. There is a strong academic 
debate  which  argues  how  despite  open  offices  dominating  modern  workplaces,  there  is  little 
evidence that these spaces actually improve collaboration between co-workers (Kim and De Dear, 
2013, p.19). This creates a tension that runs through this academic debate of the two opposing 
arguments around the value of open offices, between knowledge sharing and interruption. 
From the 1960s to today,  the impacts  on employees and organisations’ performance have been 
extensively studied from a range of different disciplines such as architecture, engineering, health 
and psychology; and from a range of different methods from longitudinal surveys to ethnographies 
often times evaluating the employee’s satisfaction and motivation of this move to open offices (Kim 
and De Dear, 2013, p.18; Baldry and Barnes 2012). While there are some significant advantages 
related to this notion of the ‘crucible of collaboration’ (Nesta, 2015), there is a significant counter 
set of studies that considers the problems and difficulties that arise with adopting an open plan. 
Some scholars believe that open offices are adopted simply because it gives companies a 
cheaper option for putting more people in one room and creates advantages of economies of space 
(Aronoff and Kaplan, 1995; Barnes, 2007; Baldry and Barnes 2012). That is, open offices reduce 
built  features,  they  incorporate  centralised  heating  and  AC  systems,  as  well  as  enhancing 
surveillance of employee’s performance; and in reality they believe these spaces are detrimental to 
the work flow (Aronoff and Kaplan, 1995; Barnes, 2007; Baldry and Barnes 2012, p.232). There is 
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a fine line “between more effective communication and the maintenance of privacy,” defined as ‘the 
control of unwanted interaction with other people’ (Baldry and Barnes 2012, p.234, 235; Rapoport, 
1980). There is substantial evidence that in open offices people are distracted and interrupted by 
intrusive  speech  from  colleagues,  negatively  affecting  work  procedures  (Latham  1987,  p.8; 
Sundstrom et al.,  1982 p.390; Harris et al.,  1978, 1980; Boyce, 1974; Brookes, 1972; Hansesn, 
1978; Oldham and Brass, 1979; Osborne, 1971; Rilandand Falk, 1972; Boje, 1971; Hundert and 
Greenfield, 1969; Kraeme, Sieverts and Partners 1977, Necek and Grandjean, 1973, Sloan; Loewen 
and Suedfield 1992, p.382). This is because the nature of open offices puts individual tasks out in 
the open. Working side by side can lead to issues with regard to the coordination of individual work 
(making phone calls, talking , etc.) in relation to colleagues; creating excessive distraction and lack 
of privacy.
Nevertheless physical proximity seems to be critical to the accomplishment of work tasks 
due to regular shifts between individual tasks and collaborative ones and one feature of open offices 
is  that  people  can  just  turn  and  talk  to  one  another.  Studies  show how adopting  such  layout 
implicates some sort  of  facilitation in communication and interaction between employees.  Also 
open offices facilitate the process of coordinating tasks by promoting knowledge sharing, which is 
meant to improve work performance and organisation’s productivity (Latham, 1987 p.8; Boutellier 
et al.,  2008, p.378; Bjerrum and Bodker 2003 p.200; Baldry, 1999 p.538; Halford, 2008 p.931; 
McElroy 2006, p. 243; Campbell,  1979; Morrow and McElroy, 1981; Rogers, 1983; Brand and 
Smith, 2005; Kupritz, 2003; Kim and De Dear, 2013, p.18).
These studies are ambivalent because on the one hand they praise the change to open offices and on 
the other they do not, ending up with companies having to outweigh the benefits with negatives. So 
this is not only an academic concern, it is also a very practical concern for organisations trying to 
make decisions of how best to organise their office work and work space. While advantages and 
disadvantages of open offices, debates and concerns, are extensively explored in these studies, the 
organisation of talk in open offices remains substantially under examined. So whilst the open office 
changes  the  division  of  labour  and  organisation  of  the  workplace,  it  hosts  a  wide  range  of 
interactional issues concerning with the people working in these environments that have not yet 
been examined in detail. There is an interest in the relevant works explored to consider general 
issues around coordination and collaboration in open office spaces, but we know little about how 
they are managed in interaction in open offices. Studies have never fully investigated these topics in 
terms of the organisation of work and interaction within office spaces and this is what this thesis 
aims to explore.
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This thesis is therefore interested in exploring how key issues explored in studies of office design 
and office work are attended to and managed by professionals in real-time work practice. The thesis 
aims to further our knowledge of how offices are built to accommodate interaction and nevertheless 
how people make use of the space around them to accomplish interaction and manage tasks. 
This thesis will look at moments of interaction when people turn to one another to talk, to find out 
how professionals organise and accomplish work activities that require collaboration with another 
member  of  the  organisation.  Work  activities  in  offices  are  closely  embedded  with  the  use  of 
technology,  so  this  inevitably  encourages  an  investigation  of  how  technology  features  in 
collaborative work, how objects and artefacts found in contemporary open office (i.e., computers, 
keyboard, chairs, telephones, desks) feature in interaction, and how colleagues co-produce the sense 
and significance of those technologies.
The data collected comes from a range of small to medium size open offices, differing in 
room size and number of people (from four to twenty). As illustrated in the next page these include: 
an Administrative Office, an Estate Agency, an Architecture and Design Firm, a Renewable Energy 
Firm, a Programming Company, a Mechanical & Electrical Company and a Broadcast Firm. These 
open offices retain common characteristics of routine open office work. To begin with in terms of 
office artefacts and technology, these offices all encompass computers, swivel chairs, telephones, 
etc. Also the wide range of the industries have common characteristics around divisions of labour 
and the interdependence of tasks, as colleagues in all these offices are often working on projects 
together, share clients and goals; having some relevance in communicating with one another.
The reason for exploring such a range of different types of offices is to allow for the analysis of how 
people manage and organise issues and demands of interaction at work. These open offices will 
provide the analysis of various kinds of resources used to engage in interaction. This thesis will 
examine questions like how do individuals shift from individual work to collaborative work? How 
do professionals make use of space to organise and accomplish work activities that require the 
collaboration of another member of the organisation? And, how do objects and artefacts found in 
contemporary office spaces feature in interaction? 
Page  10
Figure 1. Range of Open Office Spaces
This project is interested in exploring patterns of interaction and communication in the work 
of open offices. The aim of this research is to firstly provide an understanding of communication in 
the workplace by examining moments of initiating talk. Secondly, I aim to investigate interactional 
issues involved in initiating talk and how these issues are then resolved in everyday office work, 
exploring the ways people legitimise their entry to talk. Lastly, I aim to explore how these instances 
of interaction are organised managed and designed.
These topics and issues are central to our understanding of office environments and yet routinely 
overlooked  in  literature.  Naturally,  the  way  in  which  this  can  be  explored  is  by  taking  into 
consideration the talk involved in the interaction, as well as bodily conduct performed, combined 
with the use of technology and artefacts. I undertake a qualitative empirical study based on audio 
and video recorded data,  informed by ethnomethodology (EM) and conversation analysis  (CA) 
Estate Agency Programming Company Administrative Office






(Garfinkel, 1967; Sacks, 1992a, 1992b). This involves the collection and analysis of a range of 
qualitative data, extracts from the recordings of audio-visual data are transcribed in order to aid the 
analysis  and  to  explore  in  depth  the  sequential  organisation  of  talk  and  non-vocal  conduct. 
Moreover the approach draws on field observations and informal interviews with employees. This 
combination of materials allows the researcher to unpack the social practices that underpin work 
and collaboration.
Talk, bodily conduct and the use of technology and artefacts will be explored the same way that 
workplace studies have analysed a myriad of occupations and practices (Suchman, 1987; Heath et 
al., 1995; Goodwin, 1996; Luff et al., 2000; Heath and Luff, 2007). This methodological orientation 
allows for a thorough investigation of communication and collaboration in open plan office spaces, 
looking at both verbal and non-verbal behaviour.
The study also contributes to contemporary debates in CA, workplace studies and organisation 
studies  more  generally,  regarding:  (i)  the  organisation  of  initiation  sequences  in  institutional 
settings; (ii) objects and technologies as resources for interaction and (iii) the organisation of multi-
party interaction. The topics of interest of this study also resonate with contemporary research on 
Work  and  Interaction,  research  on  CSW (Computer-Supported  Cooperative  Work),  as  well  as 
raising debates on HCI (Human Computer Interaction).
Chapter 2 will outline a historical overview of office work state of the art literature, how 
modern offices came to rise, and explore early issues of work. This chapter will then move onto 
highlighting the modern debate around the value of open offices, and then examine specifically 
studies of office work. Lastly, this chapter will consider interaction and practices at work. This body 
of work will identify gaps in the literature on initiating talk and help build a case for the need of a 
detailed study of interactional practices in open office settings.
Chapter 3 will highlight the principles of the distinctive methodological approach used to 
undertake this research study. It will then elucidate the reasons for choosing this method, and how it 
has informed my data analysis. Lastly, it will consider the details of the data collection process, 
unpacking the difficulties faced and how they have been overcome.
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Chapter  4  introduces  the  focus  of  this  thesis,  shedding  light  on  the  importance  of 
examining initiations in open offices. It will review studies of initiations from classical CA openings 
based on telephone conversations and institutional talk, as well as the practices involved in the 
movement between individual work to collaborating work found in workplace studies.
Chapter 5  begins to consider the phenomena of initiating talk at work looking at how 
people interrupt someone's individual work to engage them in collaborative work. This chapter will 
analyse instances where two employees are engaging in their individual activity and one decides to 
temporarily suspend their personal work and query a colleague on a work matter.
Chapter 6 looks at exploring the specific issue of how colleagues secure the recipiency of 
someone who is already speaking to someone else while not interrupting them — instances where 
two people are having a conversation and a third colleague is interested in speaking to one of them 
about a different topic.
Chapter 7 explores the phenomena of joining a conversation between two other people to 
make some sort  of contribution to solve an issue presented. The objective of this chapter is  to 
explore they ways in which someone may design their entry into talk to an ongoing interaction, pin 
pointing the key analytic components of the initiation turn and how they are sequentially organised 
and treated by the co-participants.
Chapter 8 is the last empirical chapter of this thesis and it explores instances of outlouds 
and the ways in which work related conversations can be encouraged by delivering an outloud. It 
examines  the  interactional  implications  of  producing  outlouds  in  open  offices,  how  they  are 
designed, managed and treated by the surrounding colleagues.
Chapter 9 outlines the key contributions that have emerged from this study of initiations in 
open offices, reflecting back on some of the broader issues raised in the literature review and how 
they are managed in real-time work practice. Lastly, it sheds light on the limitations of this study 
and the emergence of future research issues to explore. 
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2. Studies of Open Offices: Work, Interaction and Technology
The following chapter will  review material  pertinent to the study of interaction in open 
offices. This chapter will shed light on studies of office work, from a wide range of disciplines that 
have directly and indirectly explored issues of open offices from management and organisation 
studies, contemporary research on work and interaction, to computer-supported cooperative work 
(CSCW). The first part of this chapter will look at the rise and emergence of the contemporary 
office, giving a historical account of the developments of the workplace from the 18th to the 21st 
century. This section will consider the changes in principles and ideologies of the workplace and 
how issues of open offices around divisions of labour, efficiency and work organisation go back 
historically on the agenda. 
The second part of this chapter will specifically explore the open office and the changing 
rationales behind choosing to adopt an open layout. This is where the modern debate which started 
around the 1960s with opposing arguments on the value of open layouts are discussed, bringing to 
light some of the modern concerns with open offices. The third part of this chapter will explore 
contemporary  studies  of  office  work,  considering  how  the  organisation  of  work  affects  the 
behaviour of employees. In this section we will begin to explore the material properties of the office 
and informal interaction bringing to light some of the limitations with these studies, starting to build 
a case for the need of a detailed study on interaction and collaboration in open offices. The last 
section of this chapter examines the relevance of artefacts and technology to coordinate work found 
in  workplace  studies  (WPS),  and  augmenting  CSCW studies.  It  will  shed  light  on  topics  of 
awareness,  collaboration  and  communication,  in  terms  of  both  the  context  and  the  bodily 
movements of participants. With this literature review I aim to unpack the reasons for focusing on 
initiating talk at work in this research study.
2.1 The Rise of the Open Office
To  assess  the  distinctiveness  of  the  open  office  we  need  to  consider  that  the  current 
developments of this new rhetoric around how positive and exciting open offices are, is not just a 
modern concern. Different kinds of principles and ideologies around the office have changed over 
different periods of time (from the 18th century to the 21st century). People have been working side 
by side in large offices for over two-hundred years, raising issues around organisation of work, 
divisions of labour and corporate culture.
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The East India Company (1600–1874) built London’s first purpose built office in 1729, creating a 
large and complex bureaucracy, and believed to have foreshadowed some of the modern ways of 
approaching  work  (Kellaway,  2013a;  The  Economist,  Dec  17,  2011).  It  was  one  of  the  first 
companies  to  understand the  value  of  shareholders  and employees,  offering  limited  liability  to 
shareholders and giving freedom to employees to trade on their own account (The Economist, Dec 
17, 2011). Employees at East India were valued for their work and not their origin. They promoted 
employees based on merit, and employees were given exam performances, which was rather radical 
given that at the time power and money was usually not earned but inherited (The Economist, Dec 
17, 2011).
East India boasted some of the greatest English intellectuals as employees, such as Charles Lamb, 
who worked there over thirty years (starting in 1792) and who “left a rich account of the frustrations 
and consolations of  office life” (Kellaway,  2013a).  Lamb (1822) wrote in essays and letters  to 
friends what it was like to be a working wage earner. He complained about the hard hours and how 
Saturdays and Christmas Day had become working days, and he spoke about the discontent of new 
control policies such as signing in every 45 minutes (Kellaway, 2013a).  He wrote about work-
related stress, referring to employment as “captivity," “daylight servitude” and “slavery” (Kellaway, 
2013a). He wrote to a friend on March 20, 1822: 
“I  grow  ominously  tired  of  official  confinement.  Thirty  years  have  I  served  the 
Philistines, and my neck is not subdued to the yoke. You do not know how wearisome it 
is to breathe the air of four pent walls without relief day after day all the golden hours 
of the day between 10 and 4 without ease or interposition” (Baladouni, 1990, p.23).
Around the same time another English intellectual of the 18th century Thomas Love Peacock, wrote 
a poem titled “A Day at the India Office” : 
From ten to eleven, have breakfast for seven; 
From eleven to noon, think you've come too soon; 
From twelve to one, think what's to be done; 
From one to two, find nothing to do; 
From two to three, think it will be 
A very great bore to stay till four. 
     (Kellaway, 2013a). 
The East India Company at the time radically changed the workplace with new management 
approaches, and since these early accounts we have on office work during the 18th and 19th century 
with Lamb and Peacock’s reflections we begin to get a sense of the kinds of issues and concerns 
around office work. We can see the emergence of underlying principles and ideologies of the office 
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linked to issues around dissatisfaction, divisions of labour and efficiency. Some of these principles 
continued to resonate in the 20th century in factory types of workplaces. Some of these ideologies 
changed to a focus on control and efficiency where they were looking at how to best and most 
efficiently control and monitor office workers and relied heavily on the management of factory 
workers. So the debate on the ways in which work should be organised and how it can change is 
therefore not a new one, and it is worth considering with regard to the more modern approaches to 
open office environments.
Taylor  was  an  American  mechanical  engineer  and  management  theorist  who  pioneered  highly 
influential  theories  around  industrial  efficiency.  In  his  1911  book  “The  Principles  of  Scientific 
Management” he promoted the ‘scientific management’ approach, which consisted of a mechanical 
labour process to improve industrial efficiency. Taylor carried out experiments to calculate how 
much work someone could potentially do in a day, how many tons of material he could carry and 
how tired he would get. This resulted in the creation of charts showing what he referred to as men 
going through the “science of labouring” (Taylor, 1911, p.70, 71). This plan managed to decrease 
the number of employees and increase the output and efficiency of the work (Taylor, 1911, p.70, 
71). He also considered the more humane side of work and created “incentives” for the employees, 
such as promotions, higher salaries, less hours of work, and the improvement of the “surroundings” 
of the space to create better working conditions (Taylor, 1911, p.34).
There has been an attempt by management to control work through the design of the space from 
early on, and also to recognise the importance of communication. Taylor presented in his writings 
examples of scenarios of efficient patterns of interaction between managers and employees (Taylor, 
1911,  p.45).  His  idea  of  training  went  beyond  a  work  description,  but  instead  he  encouraged 
ongoing interactions between teachers and apprentices, reinforcing the role of managers (Taylor, 
1911,  p.37).  These  highly  controlled  interactions  not  only  underline  the  significance  of 
communication between colleagues but they also bring forward the “importance of individualising 
each  workman,”  by  training  each  person  separately  and  by  praising  those  that  delivered  more 
(Taylor, 1911, p.71). His contributions to factory management are critical to understanding office 
work, taking a step forward from considering workers as individuals to seeing them as a group unit. 
Taylor’s work shows how the control of work conditions and layouts, has been associated with the 
success  of  work  procedures  from early  on,  closely  related  to  today’s  modern  approach  to  lay 
emphasis on creating avant-garde office spaces to make employees happier and work better.
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Taylor’s  principles  of  ‘scientific management’ became of  interest  to  Gilbreth who applied it  to 
another work environment: bricklaying. Through the use of motion study he managed to reduce the 
movements involved in bricklaying from eighteen motions per brick to five (Taylor,  1911, p.79). 
Gilbreth’s work starts to point to understanding physical bodily orientation of and towards objects. 
It allows for the appreciation of minute details, elements and patterns of workplace procedures and 
also  introduces  the  appreciation  for  materials  used  by  designing  new  scaffolding  equipments, 
making work faster and more efficient (Taylor, 1911, p.77-78).
Ford in  1913 also  made significant  contributions  to  the  organisation of  work,  identified as  the 
“colonisation of space and time” (Löw, 2008 p.27). The workplaces during the Western Industrial 
Revolution under Ford had employees systematically organised in the space, so that even their body 
posture  was  controlled  (Arnold  and  Faurote  1915;  Halford,  2008  p.929).  The  centralisation  of 
labour that Ford developed, set up the space so that employees were forced to work close to one 
another, as it was believed to enhance production and efficiency (Halford, 2008 p.929). Both Ford, 
and  Taylor,  adopted  “a  new  design  of  power  on  the  body  and  the  spaces  bodies 
occupied” (Kornberger and Clegg, 2004, p.1096). Patterns of work were explored by monitoring 
and analysing tasks and actions, to create structured and efficient work activities. 
Many companies during the Industrial Revolution, inspired by these Taylorist principles and 
ideologies, adopted open plan office layouts with a similar production-line organisation of office 
work. This shift in office design resulted in clerical and administrative workers lined up in rows in 
large  rooms.  Industries  like  banking,  rail,  insurance,  retail,  petroleum,  telegraphy,  government 
started adopting this way of working, splitting tasks in clear repetitive acts (Baldry, 1999, p.232). 
Much later we see a change from the East India type of open offices to the more ‘modern’ ones of 
the 20th century. 
The first ‘modern’ open office, the Larkin Administration Building, opened in 1906 in New York, it 
was designed for 1,800 workers of a mail order soap company and it was based on an open plan 
factory design (Kellaway, 2013a). The design boasted very few walls, with the first steel built-in 
cabinets,  the  first  form of  air-conditioning,  and all  the  service  spaces  were  around the  corners 
leaving the middle as a large open room (Kellaway, 2013a). So in the early 20th century, many 
managers and clerks, men and women all worked together side by side “processing 5,000 orders per 
day,” these open offices were designed so that  “managers could supervise workers” (Kellaway, 
2013a). Most importantly in these environments even though they were open plan like the East 
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India types, they had very different set of principles and ideas underpinning them. In these open 
factory-type offices conversations were not encouraged but forbidden, as it was believed that goals 
would be reached more efficiently if no conversation occurred “creating an introverted sense of the 
company as a family dedicated to the ‘sacrament of work’ ” (Kellaway, 2013a).
In the next sections of this chapter we will see how principles around the open office linked to 
divisions of labour, control and surveillance explored between the 18th century to the early 20th 
century actually continue to pervade within some modern office settings of the 21st century. In the 
kind of office work that this research study is concerned with, we can see aspects of that coming 
through, as some believe that open offices are just a ‘modern’ excuse to monitor workers (Ryan, 
2013). Adopting an open office layout can also be considered a way of controlling work conditions 
and  increasing  efficiencies  by  arranging  employees  in  close  proximity  to  one  another  and  by 
designing areas where to encourage interactions and share knowledge (i.e., coffee rooms, relaxing 
rooms). 
Office work in the 20th century was controlled and organised, viewing the worker as an 
individual part of a collaboration of work to be accomplished. However, with these early studies 
alone mostly  based on factory  settings  we do not  have a  sense  of  the  details  and the  specific 
elements of interaction and collaboration. Today, the open office is not about individual systematic 
factory line work.
2.2 The Open Office: the Contemporary Debate
While  we  have  shown  how  the  ideologies  and  principles  around  the  open  office  have 
changed during different periods of time, some of the production-line,  office work organisation 
remains with us today. Call centres are described by Taylor and Bain (1999) as an “assembly line in 
the head” (p.107). So it is not that some of these principles have completely disappeared from all 
open offices, but along side that we have seen the emergence of a very different rationale within 
other types of open offices which began in the 1960s in Germany. 
The types of office environments I am examining are following more this recent ideology that has 
developed over  the  last  55  years.  The  open offices  I  consider  in  this  research  study are  work 
environments where people share a space and work together towards the same sort of goals. That is, 
they are not offices with very strict forms of division of labour where people are sharing a room but 
not necessarily undertaking office work together and where each person has strict individual tasks 
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completely  unrelated  to  others.  In  the  settings  I  explore  there  are  divisions  of  labour  but  also 
responsibilities and requirements to interweave tasks and provide help to each other. These open 
offices encompass knowledge sharing and knowledge work. This is because the nature of the tasks 
lay emphasis on collaboration and interdependence of tasks and in some cases on creativity too. 
People in these offices are working on the same projects together, often sharing clients, making 
communication often critical to the organisation’s development of work tasks.
This management reflects a new ideology of the open office. There is a substantial body of research 
from the 1960s onwards on this move made by organisations to open offices. The first part of this 
section will discuss some of the reasons and studies that support organisations switching to open 
offices, consequently debates around the value of open offices, advantages and disadvantages will 
be discussed in the second part of the chapter. 
i. Rationales for adopting open offices
The standard image of the modern open office with its indoor plants and carpeting originated 
from Germany  in  the  1960s  with  their  new movement  called  Burolandschaft,  meaning  ‘office 
landscaping’ (Baldry and Barnes,  2012, p.  232).  The German designers Wolfgang and Schnelle 
were on board with the idea of creating offices where people could easily talk to one another. 
Introducing plants and partitions was meant to enrich the environment and provide privacy. They 
believed plants would add a more informal and humane touch (Nieuwenhuis et al., p, 200).
They created office spaces that went against what was popular at the time in America known as 
‘cubicle’ or ‘cellular’ offices where each person had his/her own space surrounded by partitions, and 
where all  the offices were arranged in a linear nature (Boutellier et al.,  2008, p.378; Kellaway, 
2013b). These new office spaces instead had no partition walls and they consisted of an entire open 
space without private offices,  not even for managers (Pejtersen et  al.,  2006, p.392).  They were 
introduced to accommodate and facilitate new principles and ideologies around team working, seen 
as a solution to the change of both the social and structural organisation of work (Baldry, 1999 p.
547;  Burkeman,  2013;  Kellaway,  2013b).  They  designed  and  arranged  the  workplace  in  small 
groups for “convenient work flow and communication” (Pejtersen et al., 2006, p.392). With these 
new offices the designers “envisaged a place where humans might flourish” (Burkeman, 2013).
After the introduction of this kind of open office, from the 1960s new sets of ideologies 
emerged,  linked  to  the  motivations  that  drove  organisations  to  move to  an  open office,  which 
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included: (i) opportunity cost, (ii) image, (iii) corporate culture, (iv) work-play environments and 
(v) increased workflow and communication.  
Firstly, for the USA and the UK the open plan’s “flexible arrangement of workstations and 
movable partitions, quickly became a way to save money on space costs” (Aronoff and Kaplan, 
1995, p.30; Baldry and Barnes, 2012, p. 232). These open offices were beginning to be sold on the 
basis that it was cheaper to “cram” more people in one space (Burkeman, 2013). That is, the open 
offices “required fewer square meters per person and were easier to maintain and rebuild” (Pejtersen 
et al., 2006, p.392). Also, it made it cheaper by saving costs on lighting, allowing for more daylight 
than non open plan offices (Latham, 1987 p.8; Sundstrom et al., 1982 p.380). Many corporations 
shifted to these modern forms of organisational arrangements which people were promulgating and 
by the end of the 1960s the USA, the UK and Australia were all  familiar with the open office 
(Baldry and Barnes, 2012, p. 232).
The open office was also sold on the idea that it was a lucrative decision for organisations (Bjerrum, 
Bodker 2003 p.200; Baldry, 1999 p.538; Campbell,  1979; Morrow and McElroy, 1981; Rogers, 
1983).  Some  of  the  ideologies  around  moving  to  an  open  office  became  about  competitive 
advantage. Hatch (1997) claims that the design and architecture of an office building and its internal 
layout can position the organisation in a competitive manner (Halford, 2008 p.931). That is, “social 
status is one of the most important motivations to adopt a technological innovation” in the office 
(McElroy 2006, p. 2433). In fact, studies show that if an organisation is seen to be spending money 
on restructuring and adapting to new and modern layouts, it is assumed to be a lucrative company 
(Halford, 2008 p.931). Contemporary studies of organisations show how headquarters are found to 
be usually located in prestigious areas in order to “impress clients, competitors and the general 
public” (Baldry, 1999 p.542). Google for example is now moving its headquarters building in the 
heart of London, part of a £650 million project, and is “being designed along the lines of a theatre 
with the furniture as props which can be moved depending on the needs of the staff” (Hickey, 
2014).
Secondly, we see how other changes within the ideology of the open office are linked to the 
symbolism of the open office environments and the identification with it  in terms of  corporate 
culture and work-play environments. These are key factors that also contribute to the choice to 
adopt  an  open office.  To begin  with,  companies  now want  “workplaces  that  memorialise  their 
products and values”: Apple for example “plans to build a new ring-shaped headquarters that will 
be as distinctive as its products” (Quentin, 2014). Also, part of the decor of Twitter, whose symbol 
is a bird, includes stick and twigs on the walls and ceilings to symbolise the building as a bird’s nest 
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(Quentin,  2014).  While Amazon,  is  “building a new urban-style headquarters  — utilitarian and 
functional, like its website” (Quentin, 2014). With regard to the symbolism of office environments 
scholars as early as Goffman  (1959) suggested that, “people may create physical settings to support 
the image they desire to convey” (McElroy 2006, p. 2433).
Moreover,  there  is  evidence  for  creating  office  environments  that  are  “an  imagery  of  family," 
creating ‘corporate cultures’ that are close to a home environment, where people are happy to work 
in (Kunda, 2009 p.362). During one of the episodes of The New Yorker Outloud called “the Office 
Life” a reporter claims that “for most people the office is like a second home” (Nussbaum, 2015). 
Inculcating strong corporate cultures can be seen as a managerial move to psychologically absorb 
workers in organisations just as Taylor’s ‘scientific management’ attempted (Kunda, 2009 p. 356). 
Early studies by Deal and Kennedy (1982) found that with a strong culture, “a company can gain as 
much as one or two hours of productive work per employee per day” (p.15). In a way corporate 
culture has become a way of making work more efficient, without the old method of surveillance 
and strict divisions of labour and efficiency. Nowadays this managerial ideology has evolved to “the 
idea that employees are those who have internalised the organisational’s goals and value” and their 
behaviour reflects such values and do not need to strike external control (Kunda, 2009 p.356). 
Peters and Waterman (1982) in their studies convey their ideas with almost “evangelical fervour” 
claiming  that  management  is  “the  art  of  creating  strong  corporate  culture  by  shaping  norms, 
instilling beliefs — values and generating emotions” (Peters and Waterman, 1982, p.81; Kunda, 
2009 p. 356). A quote from Deal and Kennedy (1982) captures this idea of the employee absorbed 
in an organisation:
“I feel like putting a lot of time in. There is a real kind of loyalty here. We are all 
working this together — working a process together. I’m not a workaholic — it’s just the 
place. I love the place” (p.9).
This contributes to understanding office work by reflecting on how employees can identify with an 
organisation they work for.  Within some of  these open offices,  people’s  behaviour  towards the 
concept  of  “identification”  is  affected  also  by  the  use  of  terminology  means  such  as  “our 
departments” and  “our teams," emphasising the importance of office work in terms of belonging 
(Baldry, 1999 p.537). So in contemporary offices the affiliation with the workspace resonates with 
“corporate culture” discourse and “purposeful collective action," with the emergence of ‘autonomy’ 
as opposed to ‘tyranny’; ‘group think’ as opposed to ‘individualism’ and ‘creativity’ rather than 
‘conformity,’ thus introducing the value of interaction in the workplace (Kunda, 2009 p.357).
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Kunda (2009) claims that people now want to work for companies that provide them with 
the “good life,”  they want  to work for  companies that  provide “a benign and supportive work 
environment that offers the opportunity for individual self-actualisation” (Kunda, 2009 p.355). A 
study found that “enriched work environments improve productivity by around 15%” (Smedley, 
2012). Ambius, an interior design company, “reported in 2009 that 62% of US workers said they 
would be more motivated if their employers made an effort to improve workplace surroundings, and 
25% found their workplace to be “gloomy or depressing” (Smedley, 2012).  Factors such as air 
conditioning,  lighting,  noise  control,  are  all  design  and  behavioural  cues  that  can  affect 
organisational procedures (Baldry, 1999 p.542). 
An article on The Guardian on Google’s idea of making the workplace ‘fun again’ designing it as a 
‘play ground’ like office environment, talks about the importance of new workplace design. Google 
is an example of a modern office, where in order to make people happy they offer free food, they 
can play pool, foosball or table tennis. They also have the chance to change the climate of their 
office, as the leader of the “Green Team” in Google believes that “if people are more satisfied with 
the temperature, they are more comfortable and creative” and work better (Quentin, 2014). While, 
Facebook’s  idea  of  a  work-play  community  is  encouraged  by  offering  a  Disney-like  setting, 
boasting “a cupcake store and a barbecue joint, a wood shop, a print shop and an arcade most of 
which is free or subsidised” (Quentin, 2014). So adapting to modern office trends has been found to 
have an affect on work procedures, encouraging creativity, thus we learn how the office is not only 
meant to provide an efficient environment, but  we see how the refashioning of modern offices is 
also driven by other non operational motivations.
Lastly, the most common reason for introducing open offices from the 1960s onwards in 
increasingly more work sectors,  both commercial  and non commercial,  is  that  they claimed to 
remove barriers to workflow and communications. This resonates with the modern ideology of open 
offices around the notions of ‘collaboration,’ ‘knowledge sharing,’ ‘team building,’ and ‘informal 
interaction’ which are all part of recent “knowledge work” discourse (Baldry and Barnes, 2012, p. 
234-135; Heerwagen et al., 2004). In the 1970s a research study done on the post-shift to open 
offices claims how:
“It is often suggested that the increased possibilities for visibility and movement in open 
offices allow individuals to share task-relevant and friendship-relevant information with 
one another. Thus, the absence of walls and partitions in open-plan offices is expected to 
enhance the performance feedback employees receive from their colleagues (Oldham 
and Brass, 1979, p. 269)”.
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For example the Barbarian Group, an American advertising company, in 2014 launched the “super 
desk” in their open plan office sitting all 125 members of staff described as “undulating, unbroken 
awesomeness  to  keep  people  and  ideas  flowing”  (Burkeman,  2014).  Studies  are  showing  how 
organisations aim for every employee to know by name every member of the ‘building’ (Boutellier 
et al., 2008, p.378). For example, at Zappos, managers are encouraged to spend at least 20% of their 
time socialising and team building (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.4). This is possible in open offices 
which  encourage  “casual  interaction”  believed  to  also  promote  “trust,  cooperation  and 
innovation” (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.1).
Contemporary offices are indeed adapting to the kinds of environments that would encourage and 
facilitate collaboration and knowledge sharing by not only adopting open offices but by building 
and creating ‘crucibles’ of knowledge sharing. These designated areas, include “quiet rooms, spaces 
for teamwork, break areas and meeting rooms” (Boutellier et al., 2008, p.378). Casual interactions 
are believed to promote cooperation and innovation (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.1). Silicon Valley 
companies are adapting quickly and creatively, for instance, in Twitter they placed soft cubes in 
specific areas to promote casual meetings, and other meetings take place in booths shaped like those 
in diners aim to create a more informal environment (Quentin, 2014). While in Facebook, no one 
has an office and “casual meeting areas are set  off from the open plan by squares of plywood 
hanging from the ceiling," they got rid of walls and curtains, so that meetings “can happen on the 
fly”  (Quentin,  2014).  Moreover,  Facebook  has  an  interesting  approach  to  furniture  such  that 
couches  can  be  placed  around  the  office  anywhere  at  any  time  and  taken  away  and  placed 
somewhere else, this is meant to support environmental change and more possibilities for people to 
communicate (Quentin, 2014). This is closely related to the idea that in modern offices nothing is 
static and everything can change: “people get used to change when change is expected” (Quentin, 
2014). So the switch from closed to open offices means that what was first considered “status” to 
have a door is now considered an “impediment slowing the making of something new” and better 
(Quentin, 2014).
Silicon Valley’s office designs seemingly driven by their desire for information flow, the ‘work-
play’ like environments they aspire to and some of the studies we reviewed on office work, show 
how communication, collaboration and knowledge sharing are considered key and positive features 
of open offices. However, these features gloss over many of the concerns that are actually prevailing 
around open office environments. 
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ii. The value of open offices
Let us now introduce the ongoing contemporary debate on the value of open offices, which 
is rich in contradictory claims, informing greatly my research study about the issues of modern 
office work and office life. We learn how essentially the shift to open offices has brought forward all 
sorts of interactional implications, as well as work procedure implications. 
To begin with, one of the dominant features of open offices is working side by side, which 
has been backed up by a substantial body of research and re-evaluated to be a positive element of 
modern work (Latham, 1987 p.8; Boutellier et al., 2008, p.378; Bjerrum and Bodker 2003 p.200; 
Baldry, 1999 p.538; Halford, 2008 p.931; McElroy 2006, p. 243; Campbell,  1979; Morrow and 
McElroy, 1981; Rogers, 1983; Brand and Smith, 2005; Kupritz, 2003; Kim and De Dear, 2013, p.
18).  Google’s  chief  financial  officer,  said “there is  something magical  about  spending the time 
together,  about  noodling  on  ideas,  about  asking  at  the  computer  ‘What  do  you  think  of 
this?’” (Ryan, 2013). Companies like Yahoo, who for a while had started to support employees 
working from home, have now moved employees back to their offices (Ryan, 2013). Working from 
home was starting to become a trend for some companies, and looked like the future for many 
more. However, the memo that went around Yahoo’s staff members in 2013 to encourage them to 
come back to the office said that “some of the best decisions and insights come from hallway and 
cafeteria discussions, meeting new people, and impromptu team meetings” (Ryan, 2013).
Ideally the office should both encourage conversations and not distract employees working, but 
make them work even better. Studies indeed claim that acoustic design criteria for open offices 
should “avoid distraction, avoid loss of communication, avoid annoyance due to noise and provide 
adequate privacy,” however at the same time “encourage interaction” (Latham, 1987, p.8). These 
seem like contradictory claims, as encouraging conversation and having people talk affects noise 
levels and can be distracting. A more recent study on open offices speaks of the necessity for a 
balance between ‘proximity,’ ‘privacy’ and ‘permission’ in order to maintain the positive factors of 
adopting this layout (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.1). In terms of proximity the layout of the offices 
must encompass shared spaces for individuals to feel a sense of community. In terms of privacy 
“people must feel confident that they can converse without being interrupted or overheard” but most 
importantly choose to interact when they want to (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.1). Lastly, in terms of 
permission,  it  is  believed  that  the  company  culture  office  environment,  layout,  office  features, 
technology and management must encourage informal communication (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.
1). 
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However, in reality interaction and knowledge sharing in open offices are not carried out in this 
utopian, pre-planned, systematic way, leading to all sorts of tangible analytic issues, disadvantages 
and  opposing  arguments  about  the  value  of  open  offices.  There  is  a  substantial  amount  of 
contemporary organisational research from the 1960s onward, including longitudinal surveys and 
interviews evaluating employee’s satisfaction of the change from enclosed offices to open offices 
(Baldry and Barnes, 2012, p. 232). Some of these early longitudinal surveys generally indicated that 
after the change to open offices there was a “decline in workspace satisfaction” (Sundstrom et al., 
1982; Danielsson and Bodin, 2009; De Croon et al., 2005; Hedge, 1982), an increase in noise and 
interruption  (Boje,  1971;  Hundert  and  Greenfield,  1969;  Kraeme,  Sieverts  and  Partners  1977, 
Necek and Grandjean, 1973, Sloan; Sundstrom et al., 1982, p.390). 
Moreover, other studies found how moving to open offices resulted in a “decrease in privacy” both 
visible  and acoustical  (Boyce,  1974;  Brookes,  1972;  Hansesn,  1978;  Oldham and Brass,  1979; 
Osborne,  1971;  Riland and Falk,  1972;  Sundstrom et  al.,  1982 p.380,  390).  Early  research  by 
Sundstrom et al. (1982), found how for routine documentation and administrative work, the change 
to  open  offices  actually  resulted  to  positively  affect  communication  flow,  however  managerial 
positions suffered from the change as their idea of communication lies in the warranty to have 
private conversations (Sundstrom et al., 1982; Baldry and Barnes, 2012, p. 234-235). This lack of 
privacy shows how open offices are not necessarily universally applicable to all fields of work and 
how privacy plays a significant role in everyday work life. 
Other studies similarly argue that after moving to an open office, due to noise related disadvantages, 
there was a decline in task performance (Brennan et al., 2002; Loewen and Suedfield, 1992, p.382). 
Research claims that “intrusive speech from neighbouring work spaces” is not well embraced and 
the close proximity can lead to communication problems that inhibit workflow and cause loss of 
personal  control  over  their  workspace  (Brand  and  Smith,  2005;  Danielsson  and  Bodin,  2009; 
O’Neill and Carayon, 1993). For instance, for most journalists working at The New Yorker, moving 
from individual offices to a shared open office, affected their ability to write. Some were happy to 
work in an open floor, “interact with one another in the theatrical situation of writing in front of 
people to encourage them to work more,” but for others it was very challenging to concentrate and 
work well (Nussbaum, 2015) . 
As much as scholars like Whittaker, Bjerrum and Bodker (2003), Baldry (1999), Boutellier 
et al. (2008) show that this type of layout facilitates informal collaboration and communication and 
that “physical proximity supports frequent opportunistic conversations,” (Whittaker et al., 1994, p.
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131) a major negative stance against open offices, is around interruptions and lack of privacy. This 
brings to light  the tension in literature on the value of  open offices,  between claims about  the 
enhanced opportunities for knowledge sharing and counter claims about the increased problems of 
interruption and distraction.
When  working  side  by  side  employees  experience  “excessive  uncontrolled  social  conduct  and 
interruptions” knowns as ‘overstimulation’ which leads to an “overall  negative reaction to their 
office  environment”  (Kim and  De  Dear,  2013,  p.19).  Studies  have  shown  that  employees  are 
“trapped in a game of continuous idiot salutations” seeing that people are constantly walking around 
the office, and are “distracted and irritated by this exposure overload" (Kellaway, 2013b). When 
interestingly the opposing argument claimed that the “exposure overload” is what encourages all the 
positive informal communication. A study in 2010 from the University of California, found that on 
average it takes twenty-five minutes for someone to get back into their individual work flow after 
they have been interrupted; this suggests that, “if you're interrupted 16 times during an eight-hour 
day, you may as well have stayed in bed” (Molloy, 2013). It is believed that in open offices people 
do talk more but the conversations people have are less meaningful and the abundance of these 
conversations become interruptions to individual work (Tierney, 2012).
It is widely accepted that in open offices “if you want privacy you can wear headphones”, so that 
people can concentrate and cancel out background noise and also create actual barriers with books 
to make temporary partitions (Quentin, 2014; Landau, 2012). Nevertheless some organisations are 
trying  to  find  other  solutions  to  the  negative  effects  of  open  offices  that  go  beyond  wearing 
headphones or making book barriers. In Autodesk for example, a software company, they installed 
“pink-noise  system:  a  soft  whooshing  emitted  over  loudspeakers  that  sounds  like  a  ventilation 
system” which is meant to match the frequencies of human voices in the hope that conversations 
between employees would no longer be distracting (Tierney, 2012). However, this pseudo solution 
failed  as  it  only  worked  up  to  six  meters  and  people  complained  about  the  noise  it  produced 
(Tierney, 2012).
The debate on the value of open offices is also roughly balanced with on the one hand, 
extensive research showing how removing barriers promotes informal interactions and on the other 
hand studies showing how the change actually inhibits them from happening. I explored earlier how 
open offices are dominating the workplace and how organisations are building areas in the office to 
encourage interaction and informal communication, but actually we have very limited research that 
give evidence for improved interaction between co-workers (Kim and De Dear, 2013, p.19). 
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If we take the example of Xeroxʼs Wilson Centre for Research and Technology where they created 
the  “LX  Common”  a  place  for  informal  encounters  to  take  place,  though  it  “afforded  great 
proximity”  it  failed  to  balance the  privacy  issue.  In  fact,  people  were  seen to  avoid  the  place 
because they had no privacy there and people felt that they were forced to interact (Fayard and 
Weeks,  2011,  p.3).  Also,  the  experience  of  the  Scandinavian  Airline  (SAS)  in  1987,  further 
contributes to these contradicting results and ongoing debate. In their company, re-arranging the 
spaces for “impromptu meetings” and “creative encounters” resulted in a very low percentage of 
interaction (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.2). This is because it was found in this research that people 
were aware of the possibility of being overheard which discouraged them from interacting at all in 
those  public,  interactional  encouraged  places,  making  them self-conscious  (Fayard  and  Weeks, 
2011, p.2; Landau, 2012). Another study based on a survey of 42,700 Americans, confirms that it is 
not the “mess” that bothers colleagues but it is the “lack of sound privacy — hearing other people’s 
conversations and perhaps equally crucially, knowing that other people can hear yours” (Burkeman, 
2013).
With regard to this, some companies instead of focusing on building areas for interaction to occur, 
are building areas for those who do not wish to interact. Steelcase, an office furniture and design 
company, found a solution to this issue and designed for those people that  suffer from lack of 
privacy in these offices (Alsop, 2014). They designed “huddle rooms," small rooms where one or a 
few people can focus, providing “solitude when workers need a refuge from ringing phones and 
chatty colleagues” (Alsop, 2014).
Microsoft despite many of its competitors moving to large open offices continues to push back the 
idea. Even though Microsoft is a company that thrives on innovation, it believes that “too much 
togetherness can sap productivity and creativity” (Alsop, 2014). Employees agreed they would be 
more productive in their own small offices but said they would keep their doors open and with the 
chairs  roll  out  in  the  “hallway  of  knowledge”  whenever  they  wish  to  share  knowledge  and 
information (Alsop, 2014).
So what we are seeing across all these developments is a set of reasons and rationales for the open 
offices which are concerned with these new emerging ideologies and principles around knowledge 
sharing, flat hierarchies, fun and work-play culture. We see how knowledge sharing and interruption 
are practical problems for these open offices. We see how this is not only an academic concern but a 
practical one for organisations. Companies are recognising some of the interactional implications of 
open  offices,  attempting  to  fix  some of  the  issues  with  tangible  solutions,  such  as  developing 
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cancelling  noise  software,  or  creating  silent  rooms.  However,  there  is  remarkably  very  little 
research on the organisation of talk in these offices. Most of the studies explored essentially aim to 
answer weather the advantages of open plan offices outweigh the disadvantages, without looking 
specifically at the actual work and talk that occurs in these settings. Though most of these studies 
provide opportunities for interaction to be explored, there is an evident lack of focus on interaction. 
We are yet unfamiliar with what interaction looks like in office spaces, how interaction is vocally 
and non-vocally designed, treated and managed among professionals.
2.3 Office Work
In  the  previous  section  we  highlighted  how  knowledge  sharing  and  interruption  are 
important aspects of the debates around the value of open offices, and how the tension between the 
two raises interactional issues. In this section we will explore studies of people’s work practice in 
offices, the experience of work, and interaction in the workplace. A large number of studies has 
been undertaken on modern office work, looking at people’s work experience, many of them with a 
focus on office design, office organisation, verbal and non verbal interaction. These contemporary 
office space studies adopt various methodological approaches such as interview; survey, observation 
based research and comparative research. Two major themes emerge in these contemporary studies 
on office work, one around the (i) material properties of the open office and one around (ii) informal 
interaction.  
One of the ways in which office work has been examined is through the consideration of the 
material  properties  of  the  office,  which  is  relevant  in  introducing  aspects  of  practical  work 
organisation. Some of these studies have looked at how the materiality and organisation of objects 
are relevant to the personal experience of work. Early studies by Campbell (1979) consider the 
individual experience of office work, bringing to light definitions such as “tidy” and “messy” to 
describe  different  office  organisation,  to  which  Morrow  and  McElroy  (1981)  added  the  term 
“organised stacks” (McElroy, 2006, p. 2431). In their study of modern office work they found a 
positive  relationship  between high  office  messiness  and positive  perception  of  visitors  because 
associated  with  a  high  level  of  activity.  In  2006,  McElroy  brings  this  idea  of  the  individual 
experience of office symbolism forward by drawing onto research that claims that the “office is a 
vehicle  for  transmitting information” and looks in  more detail  at  office work in  terms of  desk 
placement, messiness and layout (McElroy 2006, p. 2430). He found, that the office design indeed 
serves as an “object language” and it is an example of how “environmental cues-elicit expectations 
regarding the personality of the officeholder” (McElroy, 2006, p. 2431).
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Similarly,  other scholars have contributed to contemporary office work research on individuals’ 
office material organisation such as Malone (1983) where he interviewed employees on the way in 
which they organise and use their desks, cabinets, white boards and shelves (Malone, 1983, p.99). 
He  looked  at  the  difference  between  files  and  piles,  and  different  purposes  for  creating  them 
(Malone, 1983, p.106). He found that people organise their desks in order to more easily “find” 
papers to work on and also to “remind” themselves of what work to be done, as a way of prioritising 
the workload (Malone, 1983, p.105). He also discusses the importance of computer systems that 
may  help  employees  organise  their  personal  daily  schedule,  discovering  that  people  access 
information “on the basis of its spatial location,” instead of logical organisation (Malone, 1983 p., 
108, 109). 
These types of studies though they reflect on the use of material properties of office environments, 
shedding light on office work experience, however they tend to focus on individual work activities 
and experience, such as the organisation of the desk rather than the collaborative aspect of work 
activities. Also, these studies seem to be looking at elements around the symbolism of objects and 
how visitors view these work scenes, whether they are messy or not, and what they think of them. 
They  seem  to  be  focused  on  almost  recommending  the  ways  in  which  the  office  should  be 
organised, resonating with early debates by Taylor and Ford of work organisation. These studies, 
though they bring forward aspects of the material properties of work practices, they focus on the 
individual experience of work and keep material objects alienated from interaction. They do not 
examine how objects and technologies feature in interaction.
Let us now look at how interaction at work has been considered. Social scientists in the 
1920s were starting to display interest in examining work organisation, with Mayo and his team 
carrying out  one of  the earliest  studies  on organisations that  became known as  the Hawthorne 
experiments, which proved to be very significant in examining social aspects and organisational 
behaviour (Kornberger and Clegg, 2004, p.1096). They found that for informal organisation to both 
arise and be sustained people relied upon all kinds of flexible, patterns of interaction. While in 
studies of office work the recognition of the importance of informal organisation was explored in 
early work by  Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939) and Dalton (1959). For instance, Dalton (1959) 
made  important  contributions  to  informal  organisation  studies,  looking  at  how  it  can  affect 
organisational  and  behavioural  procedures.  We  see  the  rise  in  interest  and  recognition  of  the 
importance of informal organisation and how informal organisation rests on interactions between 
colleagues.
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Early contemporary studies of office work began to examine behavioural and interactional elements 
exploring how people might behave as a consequence of office layout. Rapoport (1982) claims that 
behavioural cues of the workplace come from both “fixed factors” (such as the construction of the 
building) and from “semi fixed factors” (such as furniture) (Baldry, 1999, p.536). To this, Baldry 
(1999)  added  that  the  “fixed  environment”  which  is  how the  office  is  laid  out  but  also  more 
environmental factors that he believes also affect organisational behaviour, with companies starting 
to revamp the design of the workplace (p.536, 5337). Studies by Zalensny and Faras (1987) also 
looked at the effects of the change of the work environment to open-plan offices and how it affected 
behaviour (p.240). They found how informal organisation was one of the things that existed beyond 
the parameters of the formal roles of the organisation (Zalensny and Faras, 1987, p.249).
More recent studies by Fayard and Weeks (2007) have advanced research on informal organisation 
by attempting to understand informal  interaction  at work with the use of psychologist Gibson’s 
(1986)  affordance  theory.  The  ‘theory  of  affordances’ was  initially  used  to  identify  people’s 
behaviour in a setting or towards an object: the way people make use of an object based on its 
design  (Fayard  and  Weeks,  2007,  p.606).  Fayard  and  Weeks  (2007)  applied  this  theory  to  a 
photocopier  room,  as  it  afforded  interaction.  They  explored  this  setting  in  terms  of  “privacy," 
“propinquity” and “social designation” (Fayard and Weeks, 2007, p.614). They found that in terms 
of privacy, the photocopier room is a perfect area for interaction, as the employee has the control 
over the interaction due to the “semi-closed layout” (Fayard and Weeks, 2007, p.621). As Alexander 
(1977) believes the photocopier room is “private enough for casual conversation but open enough” 
to meet other people (Fayard and Weeks, 2007, p.621). This is congruent to the privacy theory, 
which states “individuals are more comfortable to interact informally when they can control the 
boundaries of their conversation” (Fayard and Weeks, 2007, p.15).
In terms of propinquity,  Fayard and Weeks (2007) argue that “centrally located space and open 
spaces foster informal interactions” (p.607). In fact, the photocopier room due to its central location 
within the office space and the presence of no barriers which according to studies “increases the 
probability of informal contact”, is not only a place visited often due to its functionality but also 
because of location (Boutellier et al., 2008, p.375; Fayard and Weeks, 2007, p.607). We see that 
with regard to the social  designation of photocopier rooms, the activity of making photocopies 
encompasses other forms of social interactions too that are involved in “waiting to make copies” as 
people using photocopier machines seem “free” so making conversation is inevitable (Fayard and 
Weeks, 2007, p.623-624). 
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We find how the difference in the nature of the work affects interaction, as “sometimes the artefacts 
in a space powerfully affect its social designation” (Fayard and Weeks, 201,1 p.4). Studies observed 
how in a consulting firm the coffee room was not encouraged by management to use for interacting 
but it became part of the office work, however in more creative fields like architecture firms the 
coffee  room  is  encouraged  to  be  part  of  the  creative  process  of  work,  where  co-workers 
brainstormed together informally (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.4). 
Indeed, people are interested in informal interaction because they think that in these moments of 
interaction knowledge is shared. The idea of “knowledge sharing” and “knowledge management” 
has  been  widely  explored  within  organisation  studies  literature  (Buckman,  1998;  Riege,  2005; 
Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Sveiby, 1997). In Section 2.2 we saw how knowledge sharing and 
interruption lays at core of the tension in literate for the value of open offices. Recent discourse 
around these concepts have generated interest  with companies because success and competitive 
advantage are found to be linked to knowledge sharing practices and believed to ‘optimise business 
goals’ (Riege,  2005,  p.18).  Some  companies  adopt  an  open  sharing  knowledge  culture  (e.g., 
Accenture, IBM, Ernst&Young, Buckman Labs) and other organisations have more limited sharing 
knowledge (e.g., BMW, Microsoft, PWHC) (Riege, 2005, p.19). Through the use of case studies, 
“knowledge sharing” is found to be fruitful for organisations to improve customer service, increase 
sales  and  reduce  middle-management  (Buckman,  1998,  p.12).  It  is  suggested  that  “better  and 
purposeful sharing of useful knowledge translates into accelerated individual and organisational 
learning  and  innovation”  (Riege,  2005,  p.20).  However,  knowledge  sharing,  remains  under 
examined in detail and it is merely mentioned in business strategies, perhaps due to the difficulty in 
measuring the effectiveness of it and the lack of research about it (Riege, 2005, p.18).
So these studies inform us of office work experience by shedding light on an interactional 
feature of open offices. We looked at informal interaction between employees at work, providing 
the basis for studying in more detail such topic. I also introduced the relevance of the materiality of 
objects and the use of artefacts around the office and how they can accommodate and encourage 
interaction.  For  instance,  I  have  shown  how  the  photocopiers  encourage  interaction  while 
maintaining a sense of permission as making photocopies is seeing as work being carried out.
However, recent scholars, believe there is a gap in literature in “explaining how the physical and 
social  characteristics  of  a  setting  combine  to  foster  or  inhibit  informal  interaction,"  as 
generalisations seem to be widespread (Fayard and Weeks, 2007, p.606). There is a tendency to 
focus solely on how to build an office from an architectural point of view, from a layout lens. 
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Scholars  have not  reflected on the theoretical  understanding on how interaction  features in the 
space.  One of  the  major  issues  with  today’s  modern  offices  is  that  the  design  is  often  led  by 
“anonymous aesthetics” (Bjerrum, Bodker 2003 p.199). They claim that offices are sometimes built 
only on the basis of proximity, ignoring that by simply creating spaces for interaction to occur is not 
enough, as interaction between colleagues needs time to evolve in something which may be more 
substantial (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.4). Most of this body of contemporary literature assumes 
that office layouts is what affects interaction, making interaction a focus only in terms of variables 
and generalisations of specific elements within spatial organisation. 
The interaction that these scholars observe is rather abstracted from the material environment and it 
is  often  times  based  on  assumptions  and  generalisations  of  human  behaviour.  We  still  do  not 
recognise the value of looking at  interaction in relation to objects and artefacts around people. 
Though these studies display the recognition of the importance of interaction, contemporary office 
studies do not include the examination of the details of different forms of collaboration that evolve, 
how they are organised and the different ways in which employees communicate and participate 
with one another. This body of work does not focus on how professionals manage challenges and 
problems  about  preserving  the  divisions  of  labour  but  at  the  same  time  enabling  a  kind  of 
interdependency of activities and tasks. 
These studies either implicitly invoke interaction, or are explicitly concerned and recognise the 
significance of interactions, but they do not study interaction. They hint towards the importance of 
interaction,  in  the  form  of  informal  organisation,  or  the  importance  of  casual  interactions  in 
supporting knowledge sharing (Fayard and Weeks, 2011) but none of them really look at and study 
the details of interaction. 
2.4 Interaction and Practice at Work
While  organisation  studies  of  the  office  render  the  interactional  foundation  of  work 
epiphenomenal, there is a parallel body of work in workplace studies (WPS) that is highly relevant. 
These studies, though they do not specifically examine office spaces, they give us access to the 
details of interaction of work practices. They point to certain interactional practices that are critical 
issues relevant to the study of office environments and collaboration in open offices. They consider 
thematics of work, interaction and technology and pull out in detail issues around coordination of 
tasks, collaboration and awareness.
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Workplace studies have been conducted adopting an ethnographic  and video analysis and these 
approaches have underpinned the emergence of these bodies of work drawing on ethnomethodology 
(EM)  and  conversation  analysis  (CA).  They  are  concerned  with  elements  of:  practical 
accomplishment of workplace activities, the interaction that arises in the workplace and the ways in 
which tools  and technology inform key actions  and activities.  These  studies  are  also  aimed to 
augment the field of CSCW (Computer-Supported Cooperative Work) as well as engaging with 
debates on HCI (Human Computer Interaction). These studies have looked at a myriad workplaces, 
including those identified by sociologist Suchman (1997) as ‘centres of coordination’. For instance, 
some of these scholars explored medical  emergency call  centres Fele (2012);  television control 
rooms (Broth, 2009); telecommunication control rooms (Hindmarsh and Heath, 2000); air traffic 
control rooms (Hughes et al.,  1988, 1992; Harper et al.,  1989b); the bridge of ships (Hutchins, 
1995) airport control rooms (Goodwin and Goodwin, 1996), underground transport systems and 
news rooms (Heath and Luff,  1991;  Heath and Luff  1999;  Heath et  al.,  2002),  call-taking and 
dispatch in 9-1-1 public safety centres (Whalen 1993; Whalen and Zimmerman, 1990).
Although  this  set  of  work  does  not  look  at  specifically  open  office  spaces,  they  take  into 
consideration coordinations of face-to-face interaction in a more specific manner than any other 
studies we have reviewed and they explore settings with similar features and characteristics to open 
offices.  For instance, within these centres of coordination there is a diversity in responsibilities 
among workers, they work in a common settings and there is a degree of coordination in the way in 
which the work is accomplished (Heath et al., 2002, p.320). Also, similarly to open offices in these 
settings there are technologies and artefacts used to accommodate the work procedures some of 
which may involve computers and note pads (Heath et al., 2002, p.320). 
The key themes that emerge from these studies explored in this section are around issues of (i) tools 
and technology in interaction (ii) participations and awareness and (iii) the notion of interruptions at 
work. These themes are relevant to understand collaboration in open offices as they are rich in real-
time  social  interaction  and  they  consider  the  relationship  between  interaction  and  the  use  of 
technology.  These  studies  that  I  will  review  explored  by  sociologists,  software  engineers  and 
computer scientists consider issues of coordination and cooperation, because in these workplaces 
the everyday routine tasks are often critical, dealing with urgent situations of management control.
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i. Tools and technologies in interaction
Firstly, the coordination of work through the use of objects is often critical in centres of 
coordination, and is also evident in the relationship between technology and human conduct. One of 
the studies in the 1990’s undertaken by sociologists Bentley, Randall, Harper and others, led by 
Sommerville,  looked at  the coordination involved in air  traffic control  (ATC) rooms.  The ATC 
project looked at “software engineering as a co-operative process” rather than concentrating on 
individual activities (Crabtree et al., 2012 p.10). They explored the use of flight strips: the device 
that shows flight information. Notions of coordination and collaboration emerged while using the 
flight strip, as it was also used to see what work others were doing to then coordinate the rest of the 
work, it “anticipated likely problems” and helped with decisions as a group (Bentley et al., 1992, p. 
2). Therefore, they showed how objects at work are not just used to carry out their assigned purpose 
but are also embedded in the very coordination of tasks.
The importance of a shared view of these technologies and artefacts is critical to the coordination of 
tasks.  Heath  and  Luff  (1992)  found  coordination  of  tasks  in  the  control  room of  the  London 
underground system, was achieved due to the close physical arrangement of participants which 
allowed for a shared view of the “fixed-line diagram”. These artefacts “provided resources” to make 
sense of actions and anticipate “upcoming” activities and also allowed for overhearing to occur (p. 
75, 76). While, in the ambulance control room, Martin (2011) found how having a shared view of 
the  “lists  of  ambulances  on  call  or  ready  to  dispatch”  enabled  rapid  decision-making  and 
coordination of tasks (Martin, 2011, p.89). In control rooms there is this notion of shared awareness 
made visible through the use of an artefacts,  allowing for the coordination of one’s work with 
others. 
The notion of shared awareness is highly relevant to open offices where people are working side by 
side, as studies claim that it is through the joint access of materials and artefacts that processes take 
place  as  much  as  it  is  through  conversations  (Suchman  and  Wynn  1984).  Other  studies  also 
emphasise  the  importance  of  artefacts  in  a  workplace  and  how  coordination  can  be  achieved 
together with the use of objects. For instance, Hindmarsh and Heath (2000), looked at ‘embodied 
reference’  in  a  telecommunications  control  centre  and  they  noted  how  complex  systems, 
computerised or not, are interestingly dependent upon human conduct as well as the tasks that are 
being carried out (p.1865). The use of artefacts to achieve tasks is particularly pertinent to open 
office interaction, because colleagues are expected to coordinate some work activities together.
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Moreover,  with  regard  to  the  coordination  of  one’s  work  through  the  consideration  of 
objects that the workspace is made of and the features of it, Suchman (1997) in her study of the 
operation rooms of an American airport, observed the process of “reading a scene”. This resonates 
with what Heath and Luff (1992) called “overseeing the local environment” and they reinterpreted it 
as  “how to  read  a  scene,  through the  juxtaposition  and  interpretation  of  verbal  reports,  visual 
images,  and  various  forms  of  text,  in  real-time,  into  provisional  assessments  of  an  emerging 
situation” (Suchman, 1997, p.5). In her study for example, we learn about the use of technologies 
and artefacts of an operation room, whereby knowing the schedule of a flight with the use of a video 
monitor  the worker  can “locate  the associated plane” and gather  all  the information needed to 
follow its status (Suchman 1997, p.9). 
The operation rooms were found to be spaces of  “successive divergence,  convergence,  and re-
alignment of multiple, shifting lines of activity,” as opposed to a simple ‘shared’ space (Suchman 
1997,  p.18,  19).  Suchman (1997)  was  interested in  “constituting workspaces”  and the  ways  in 
which the  relationships  between work environments  and the  structuring of  work activities  was 
coordinated  across  space  and  distance  (Suchman  1997,  p.6).  The  way  these  workspaces  are 
managed is characterised by the availability and approximation of the location of colleagues and 
specific equipment; in this way they can coordinate work tasks easily. 
With  this  study  we  learn  that  “boundaries  are  defined  more  by  the  placement  of  people  and 
equipment and by the dynamic structuring of activity” rather than by “ownership” (Suchman 1997, 
p.18). This is particularly relevant to open offices, as people are supposedly arranged this way for 
these kinds of interaction to occur “naturally” due to their proximity and visible orientation. From 
these workplace studies on the social constitution of objects, we learn about the coordination of 
these objects and how they relate to their location.
Working together  and collaborating as  Luff  et  al.,  (1992) mention may be as  simple as 
“remaining  sensitive  to  a  colleague’s  physical  orientation  towards  a  screen”  or  overhearing 
conversations  (p.168),  shedding  light  on  very  delicate  interactional  activities  found  in  the 
workplace. Whalen et al., (2002) explored the coordination of every-day work practices, specifically 
focusing  on  how  people  arrange  themselves  and  relevant  artefacts  (i.e.,  paper  documentation) 
during tele-service conversations with customers. They found how professionals arrange objects to 
easily  choreograph and improvise a  conversation with clients  (Whalen et  al.,  2002,  p.248).  By 
arranging papers where they can be easily read by just glancing, they can facilitate the telephone 
conversation and the service (Whalen et al., 2002, p.248). Even though this study is not specifically 
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on ‘centres of coordination’ it suggests how the coordination of artefacts and technology amongst 
professionals  is  achieved,  which  allows  for  practices  to  occur  co-dependently  upon the  use  of 
artefacts and the interaction with those artefacts. So the type of materiality that WPS consider are 
demonstrating to be different from studies of office work we explored in the previous section where 
the focus was on individual tidiness and arrangement of desks; here we see how the arrangement of 
desks has practical qualities and implications critical to the coordination of work. 
Scholars  like Button (1993)  provide a  broader  account  for  the fundamental  interdependence of 
technologies and practice. Rather than thinking that technologies shape practices he explores the 
idea that technology is a “socially constituted and organised phenomenon” (Button, 1993, p.12). In 
the same way Hindmarsh and Heath (2000) provide an account for the interdependence between 
technologies and practice. They note how the way an object is introduced “provides for the potential 
range of actions” and the appropriateness of those actions, such as turning around, not answering 
straight away, looking at the object, asking for more details, all reveal whether the object has been 
identified (Hindmarsh and Heath, 2000, p.556). By looking at the sequential organisation of the 
activities  that  render  these  objects  usable  at  work,  (such  as  computer  screens  and  documents) 
participants make sense of these objects. In one example Hindmarsh and Heath (2000) observe how 
two people working side by side deal with the issue of retrieving information on a screen together, 
this results in one participant inviting the colleague to look towards the screen (p.556). So at times 
“it is the initiation of the collaborative looking that provides a sequential environment in which 
colleagues  can  assess  whether  they  are  looking  at  the  same  object  and  in  the  same 
way” (Hindmarsh, Heath 2000, p.546).
Other scholars such as Blomberg (1987) talk about issues around objects and technologies 
exploring  the  “interplay  between  technology  and  the  social  organisation  of  the 
workplace”  (Blomberg,  1987  p.195).  Through  her  work  we  learn  about  the  location  of  the 
individual nearest technology and how it transforms the understanding of the technology and holds 
interactional implications.  This study takes into consideration the use of the copier,  and how it 
affects the interaction between employees, by looking at how often they communicate, for what 
reasons, how they exchange information and who facilitates such process (Blomberg, 1987 p.195, p.
199). She claims that:
“Knowledge and expectations about a new technology are constructed, maintained, 
and  revised  in  contexts  of  frequent  face-to-face  interactions  within  networks  of 
established co-worker relations” (Blomberg, 1987 p.197).
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She found that the patterns of interaction between “casual users, key operators, and technicians” 
affected  the  ways  the  machine  was  used  on  a  daily  basis,  whereby  reflecting  on  the  “users' 
evaluations of machine performance” (Blomberg, 1987 p.204). It was observed to be crucial for a 
mediator to be there in order to properly function the machine and help with any issues that users 
may encounter. 
Bloomberg’s study is important in introducing the details of work interaction and how technology 
has impacted everyday routine work. Thus, making the use of objects, artefacts and technology a 
workplace issue, in relation to the work that is undertaken, whereas most people think about the 
individual value of technology itself and not about the location and other repercussions it may have 
such  as  interactional  ones.  With  these  studies,  we  learn  about  concepts  that  might  help  us 
investigate  open  offices  in  terms  of  understanding  the  use  of  artefacts  that  goes  beyond  their 
primary  fixed  function  and  are  interestingly  used  to  carry  out  tasks  by  coordinating  them 
collaboratively.
ii. Participation and ‘awareness’
Another  feature  explored  extensively  in  workplace  studies  is  around  monitoring  and 
awareness, which are essential themes to consider when exploring the coordination of interaction in 
open  offices,  which  may  rely  upon  knowing  what  others  are  doing  given  that  work  requires 
collaboration.  Studies  support  this  when claiming that  “learning and peripheral  participation in 
activities  of  other  people  in  the  room” is  crucial  when  considering  office  space  environments 
(Bjerrum, Bodker 2003 p.204). Naturalistic studies, ethnographic ones and workplace studies have 
explored these features in depth and a selection of these studies will be reviewed in this section 
(Heath and Luff 1992, 1996; Hughes et al., 1988; Harper et al., 1989b; Harper and Hughes, 1993) 
providing  an  understanding  of  open  office  environments  with  a  focus  on  those  interactional 
practices that are in need to be explored further.
The notion of peripheral monitoring is closely linked with notions of awareness combined with 
understanding  the  material  organisation.  In  the  same  way  that  terms  like  ‘conversation’ and 
‘workflow’ in CSCW are not  enough to describe the procedures of  cooperative work,  the term 
‘awareness’ also has been widely debated in the CSCW field for its unclear meaning, supported by 
evidence of scholars that tend to add adjectives to the term awareness, furthermore emphasising its 
uncertainty (Schmidt, 2002, p.286). Schmidt (2000) in his work, highlights some of these issues 
with  awareness  and  criticises  a  long  list  of  terms  utilised  by  professors  of  design,  design 
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consultants,  psychology  professors  and  others,  for  their  vagueness  such  as:  ‘general 
awareness’ (Gaver, 1991; Bly et al., 1993, p. 29), ‘collaboration awareness’ (Lauwers and Lantz, 
1990),  ‘peripheral  awareness’ (Gaver,  1992;  Bly  et  al.,  1993,  p.  34;  Benford  et  al.,  1994), 
‘background awareness’ (Bly et al., 1993, p. 34), ‘passive awareness’ (Dourish and Bellotti, 1992, p. 
107;  Dourish and Bly,  1992,  p.  541),  ‘reciprocal  awareness’ (Fish et  al.,  1990;  Schmidt,  1994; 
Robertson, 1997, pp. 19–21, 155–158), ‘mutual awareness’ (Benford et al., 1994; Schmidt, 1994), 
and ‘workspace awareness’ (Gutwin, 1997; Gutwin and Greenberg, 1999; Gutwin and Greenberg, 
2002; Schmidt, 2002, p.286-287). 
Another major issue with awareness is “to understand how actors so effortlessly pick up what is 
going on around them and make practical sense of it” (Schmidt, 2002, p.291). Scholars believe 
awareness means “knowing who is around, what activities are occurring, who is talking to whom” 
providing a view to what happens on a daily basis in terms of work (Dourish and Bly, 1992 p.541). 
Awareness is also similarly defined as “knowing what is going on” and some other characteristics of 
the term involve its constant changing nature and therefore the need to maintain it (Endsley, 1995, 
p.36). 
These are all issues found in open offices, because the underlying requirement in these offices is 
awareness of each other's work occasioning the seemingly effortless collaboration that this layout is 
so praised for (see Section 2.2). WPS provide an appreciation for the delicate coordination of work 
which is contingent upon the other person being occupied with something else, carrying out another 
activity, bringing forward issues of monitoring and awareness.
For example,  one research study explored how journalists  coordinate the amount of  news they 
receive and how they produce and choose a satisfactory selection of news (Heath et al., 2000 p.
153).  They  uncovered  “real-time  management”:  a  task  that  may  seem individualistic,  but  it  is 
actually being accomplished by the coordination and collaboration of others around them (Heath et 
al., 2000 p.154). Hence, they moved away from the focus of individual work, to essentially focusing 
on collaboration of work (Heath et al., 2000 p.154). This study illuminates the techniques used, in 
settings where people are undertaking other individual tasks, to either make someone listen to what 
you  are  saying  or  view  your  screen.  This  is  done  for  example  by  “seeking  the  interest  and 
commitment of a colleague before revealing the details of a particular story” or by rendering stories 
visible through jokes (Heath et al., 2000 p.168, 170). 
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With regard to the various terms to describe awareness criticised above, in control room 
settings such as ATC (Harper et al., 1991)  and London Underground control rooms (Heath and Luff 
1992): “individuals appear to remain sensitive to, and monitor, activities within the local milieu, 
whilst participating in relatively distinct activities and tasks” (Heath et al., 1995 p. 9-10). So they 
bring  forward  the  notion  of  peripheral  monitoring  which  they  believe  is  a  critical  feature  of 
everyday routine work of both individual and collaborative work and it is to be differentiated from 
general ‘workplace awareness’ (Heath et al., 1995 p.10). Many workplace studies aim to improve 
the common understanding of awareness in workplaces, a concept that as we have explored has 
become critical  to  CSCW studies  in  terms of  “synchronous  and asynchronous,  symmetrical  or 
asymmetrical collaboration” (Heath et al., 2002 p.318). Scholars believe awareness has not been 
fully unpacked with regard to how employees manage to include others in specific moments of their 
activities, and how they encourage others to attend to certain objects used in their work routines 
(Heath et al., 2002 p.317). 
Heath et al.,  (2002), when examining the concept of “mutual monitoring” in their ethnographic 
research unravelled the characteristics that render the activity possible, especially in those moments 
when  people  are  at  a  first  instance  carrying  out  their  individual  activities.  Unlike  conflicting 
literature, they claim that “awareness is ‘ongoing’ and achieved in collaboration with others” (Heath 
et  al.,  2002  p.319).  Nonetheless,  CSCW  researchers  have  explored  how  computer-based 
technologies might facilitate some kind of ‘awareness’ among colleagues in a work environment 
(Schmidt,  2002, p.286).  Other similar WPS have been concerned with the same issue: the way 
working environments deal with the presence of a computer screen and the way glances can inform 
colleagues  of  particular  activities  being  carried  out  (Goodwin  and  Goodwin  1996;  Heath  and 
Hindmarsh  2000).  Finally,  other  studies  depict  other  techniques  in  which  someone  may 
communicate with others in a non-obtrusive way, while maintaining awareness. Heath and Luff's 
(1992) discussion of “surreptitious monitoring” and “rendering activities visible”, examines how 
actors monitor the activities, without eliciting any response from the people that are being observed 
(Schmidt, 2002, p.292). That is, participants will modulate their activity so that their colleagues are 
provided with cues of what the activity is about, thus “displaying” it (Schmidt, 2002, p.292).
This body of work builds a critique of the notion of ‘awareness’ and ‘participation’ at work. It 
contributes  to  our  understanding  of  open  office  work  by  considering  concepts  of  ‘maintaining 
activity,’ dealing with ‘changes of the environment,’ as well as recognising the importance of being 
sensitive to what is happening around the local milieu in order to coordinate work tasks. We have 
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shown the examination of collaboration of work in open offices, where colleagues are relatively 
available,  however  they  are  spread  out  across  a  space,  which  defines  their  individual  work.  A 
colleague at work in an open office may also at times have limited awareness of others and limited 
peripheral view and may have to do some “work” to create a collaborative moment of interaction. 
So these studies bring out issues that deal with similar situations of open offices, where people are 
placed in the same environment and are carrying out tasks that may require the help of others. In the 
same  way  open  office  work  activities  can  range  from asking  for  help,  telling  someone  to  do 
something and collaborate on a task together. Open offices however, work slightly differently from 
most of the settings explored in WPS, because unlike control rooms, where the nature of the work 
requires real, close monitoring and awareness of others; in open offices this requirement is not so 
straightforwardly demanded, and may be more delicately achieved.
iii. ‘Interruptions’ at work 
Heath and Luff (1992) in their studies begin to consider how speaking to your colleagues 
may be ‘obtrusive’ and may be considered an ‘interruption’ which is a central issue of this study of 
open office interaction. Some studies note how “interruptions are interesting because they reveal 
that  the  time-space  of  any  individual  is  not  owned  and  controlled  in  the  same  way  as  their 
workspace, but can collide and merge with that of another individual unexpectedly” (O’Conaill and 
Frohlich, 1995, p.262). Along with Heath and Luff (1992) other scholars examined the notion of 
“appropriate obtrusiveness,” offering contributions to issues of interaction at work, observing how 
individuals choose how ‘obtrusive’ to be depending on the type of interaction that is taking place. 
This is done “by gazing at certain objects, humming, thinking aloud, placing artefacts in certain 
locations or orientations, leaving traces in the setting” (Schmidt, 2002, p.292). Also, it can be done 
through “intonation” and “utterance placement” (Suchman 1997, p.15).
One side of the argument is that interruptions are preconceived as negative as it is widely 
believed  that  “interruptions  are  inherently  harmful  to  task  performance”  due  to  the  “ongoing 
pressure towards frequent switching between tasks,” from individual to collaborative work (Tolmie 
et al., 2008 p.258). Some studies blame interruption for the increase in error, “difficulty in recalling 
or resuming prior tasks, poor decision-making, reduced time performance, stress and more negative 
emotional consequences, and frayed social relations” (Tolmie et al., 2008 p.258). Interruptions at 
work have been extensively explored by O’Conaill and Frohlich (1995) in terms of the effect that 
they may have on the execution of work tasks. They tested issues around what interruptions cause, 
how they  are  treated,  how they  affect  work  procedures  and  how many  of  them occur  in  the 
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workspace  (O’Conaill  and  Frohlich,  1995,  p.262).  They  claim  that  “interruptions  are  usually 
thought of as being a nuisance for the recipient” (O’Conaill and Frohlich, 1995, p.262). However, 
they found that in most cases these interruptions did not cause the individual work to be negatively 
affected, in just over 55% of the times the recipient returned back to his own individual activity 
(O’Conaill and Frohlich, 1995, p.262). 
The other side of the argument proposes how studies have revealed that interruptions at work are a 
natural occurrence and “people are already experts in how they handle” them (Tolmie et al., 2008 p.
263). People have learned to deal with and have managed to find ways to avoid contact, by making 
use of objects, or by physically relocating if necessary (Tolmie et al., 2008 p.259). Tolmie et al.,
(2008)  in  their  study  show  that  interruptions  come  from  both  colleagues  and  technologically 
mediated devices (p.257) and these are all features present in today’s offices. They mention how 
“work and leisure have become much more intertwined” and people have learned to juggle both 
using  their  phones  and  being  with  people  (Tolmie  et  al.,  2008  p.257).  They  explored  the 
“accountable management of interruptions” at home, and how people at home prioritise in-coming 
texts other than the current activity they are involved in (Tolmie et al., 2008 p.257, 263). While at 
work,  these  interruptions  were  consciously  ignored  because  they  knew it  would  distract  them 
(Tolmie et al., 2008 p.257).
If  we  take  into  consideration  O’Conaill  and  Frohlich’s  (1995)  study  in  offices  with 
secretaries, the act of “interruption” is in a way being filtered by them. Secretaries can choose who 
to send inside an office or not, and they can pre-announce someone’s arrival. However, in open 
offices there is no filtering as co-workers are working in an environment where doors are absent, 
requiring more work from colleagues to manage interruptions,  to avoid them and/or in general 
create any form of engagement. Heath et al., (1995) in their research in trading rooms found how 
people at work, sitting side by side, are sensitive to the moment in which their colleague finishes a 
specific task to then interrupt so “coordinating collaboration with activity completion” (Heath et al., 
1995, p.8). They claim that: 
“the activity of one individual, is coordinated with the completion of the activity of 
another, so that we can find sequences or trajectories of conduct which allow separate 
individuals  within  a  relatively  circumscribed  division  of  labour,  accomplishing 
collaboratively, step by step, a particular task or activity” (Heath et al., 1995b p.4).
Other scholars observed how co-workers may also interrupt in the middle of an activity, with the 
purpose to “contribute to an activity in which colleagues are engaged in and which has been the 
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subject of an earlier discussion” (Heath et al., 1995 p.7). This is particularly interesting as it brings 
forward  the  intricacy  involved  in  collaborative  work,  characterised  by  a  dynamic  environment 
where  people  often  need  to  make  themselves  part  of  a  conversation  by  “monitoring  potential 
boundaries” (Heath et al., 1995 p.7) in order to achieve such collaboration, providing us with the 
tools to study various forms of collaboration in open offices which may be or may not be treated as 
interruptions. 
Harper et al.,  (2000) also give an account for how interruptions are dealt with and coordinated 
specifically in office environments. They give an example of how a lending manager is interrupted 
by his assistant who makes use of the screen to show the manager the case that she is inquiring 
about (Harper et al., 2000, p.131). This shows how the coordination of computer screens in this 
particular environment is crucial for the interaction to occur, the gesture of moving the screen is 
followed by an inquiry for a decision to be made. Also, they observed how interruptions can be in 
the form of the phone ringing causing for the person to stop what they are doing to pick up and then 
to shout across the room to another co-worker the specific account they are dealing with (Harper et 
al., 2000, p.131).
However,  one of the criticism of studies of interruption is  that  scholars tend to focus on those 
people that are interrupted as opposed to those “that are doing the interrupting,” resulting in a gap in 
the literature on initiating talk (Tolmie et al., 2008 p.258).
2.5 Towards the Study of ‘Initiations’ in Open Offices 
The open office is an intriguing domain to study because it is not just a modern concern. As 
we have explored it is not a new concept as industries of banking, rail, insurance, retail, petroleum 
and telegraphy have had people working side by side for over two-hundred years. However, there 
has been an interesting change through different periods of time in the principles and ideologies that 
are bound up with the open office. We examined the development of the office revealing the earliest 
account we have in literature of what office life was like. We examined how these principles in the 
18th and 19th century were related to organisation of work and employees’ mundane concerns. 
Some of these issues continued to resonate with early 20th century factory line kinds of settings, 
with a shift of focus around divisions of labour, control and efficiency.
Even though the concept of open offices is not new, the contemporary rise of the open office 
is bound up with a particular orientation to corporate culture and flat hierarchies, leading to a new 
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rhetoric around how flexible and fun open offices are and how they want to be seen as ‘work play 
communities’. We have looked at the interactional motivations behind such developments and their 
implications. These open offices were initially designed in the 1960s to facilitate communication 
flow and teamwork, however as much as that is considered a positive improvement they have given 
rise to a substantial body of contemporary literature that criticises the open office. Adopting an open 
layout has resulted in a debate of the value of open offices shedding light on the clear tension in 
contemporary literature between knowledge sharing and interruption. This is not only an academic 
concern  but  also  a  practical  one  for  organisations  to  deal  with.  While  these  studies  recognise 
interactional problems and difficulties of working side by side, advantages and disadvantages of 
open offices, they do consider interaction.
There is a wide range of studies of office work that considers the details of both the material 
properties of office work and the informal interaction between employees at work resonating with 
the recent knowledge sharing discourse. Though we begin to recognise issues of office interaction, 
and the consideration of informal interaction, these studies do not explicitly study the details of 
interaction. They fail to focus on how professionals deal with challenges about preserving divisions 
labour but at the same time enabling interdependencies of work activities and fail to incorporate 
how objects feature in interaction. These studies do not truly investigate moments of interaction in 
detail and they do not explore how talk is organised, managed and treated by professionals. They 
fail  to  consider  in  detail  interactional  factors  such  as  gestures,  verbal  and  other  non-verbal 
behaviour.
Nevertheless, workplace studies do and they raise parallel related issues found in ‘centres of 
coordination’ that we can use to understand and try to interrogate the open office. They account for 
certain  interactional  practices  relevant  to  the  analysis  of  the  open  office.  They  consider  the 
relevance of artefacts and technology to coordinate work, issues of monitoring and awareness, as 
well as the resources that people make use of to talk to one another in a work environment. These 
studies are relevant to open offices because they deal with similar situations of co-workers sitting 
side by side in an open space coordinating work, and they also deal with computer-focused work. If 
we think about information displays and public information displays in ‘centres of coordination,’ 
the information is visibly available to everyone. However, within open offices, people have their 
individual computer screens and the information is not so readily available. People are working 
together at times in situations where they have no visual access to what others are doing. Thus, in 
open offices it is not necessarily straight forward the way somebody is going to manage interaction. 
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These differences in terms of setting, point to another gap in the literature, calling for the need to 
explore in detail  interactional  practices in open office environments.  So what about these open 
office environments, where people are working on entirely different things, but they are sharing 
information at different points of the day and it is unclear when it is going to happen, because it is 
not necessarily planned? The difference in office environments is that the task and focus may be 
common,  but  most  of  the  times  it  is  also  individual;  there  is  this  fluctuating  interdependency 
between tasks but it does not have that central focus and mission that is more common in control 
rooms.
Workplace studies have not interrogated the office as much as it could have and thus the 
open office does not receive the attention it  deserves.  There are clear interactional issues to be 
considered such as such as awareness, coordination and interruptions that are highly relevant to this 
setting.  Academics  leave  unspecified  the  structure,  organisation  and  materiality  of  work  and 
collaboration in open offices that as we have explored set up interesting interactional demands on 
participants. Also we noted that studies tend to focus on those people being interrupted as opposed 
to focusing on those initiating talk at work. This study will redress that balance.
So  how does  one  maintain  the  autonomy of  their  own individual  work  and  at  the  same time 
collaborate with others? This study aims to examine how these issues of initiating talk are solved by 
professionals  in  real  life  routine  work.  The  study  will  focus  on  how  to  people  move  from 
disengagement with their work to engagement in a conversation. So initiations at work are an under 
explored area that is important to the study of organisational contemporary work. This research 
study will explore the interactional foundations and the delicate ways in which people are able to 
coordinate initiations in these open offices. In order to start understanding the complexities of these 
analytical issues this research takes a distinctive methodological approach which will be elucidated 
in the next chapter.  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3. Examining Open Office Work
This thesis is concerned with the analysis of interaction and work activities in open offices 
and it will draw on ethnomethodology (EM) and conversation analysis (CA) to explicate the ways 
in which colleagues initiate talk at work. It follows a tradition from Charles Goodwin, Christian 
Heath,  Lorenza  Mondada,  Jack  Whalen  and  others  who  apply  EM and  CA to  study  naturally 
occurring video data. Scholars have used this approach to examine various institutional and non 
institutional settings and this chapter will elucidate the key principles and practices that inform and 
shape my collection and analysis of workplace data.
The three guiding principles of this methodological approach concern (i) situated action, (ii) the 
nature of actions being emergent and the consideration of (iii) practices involved in the production 
of social order. 
The first principle of this methodological approach lays emphasis on the situated character 
of social action. It considers the ways in which actions and activities are unique to the particular 
environments and circumstances in which they arise. Garfinkel (1967), notes that: “the activities 
whereby members produce and manage settings of organised everyday affairs are identical with 
members’ procedures for making those settings ‘accountable’ ” (p.1). Members of a setting can 
recognise a natural account for action “seen and done in the doing of ordinary work of a setting” 
such as “queuing to buy coffee, walking, running, riding” (Crabtree et al., 2012, p.25).
The  situated  character  of  social  actions  makes  them visible  and  naturally  accountable  for  the 
members  of  a  setting  (Suchman,  1985).  So the  sense  and significance of  everyday actions  are 
dependent upon the context in which they occur and one must think of them and examine them in 
context. Ethnomethodologists indeed “treat context and event together” (Lynch, 1997, p.29). This is 
accomplished by incorporating and implying the relevance of context in the terms used to identify 
and  describe  the  actions  taking  place.  So  actions  can  have  different  meanings  for  participants 
depending on the context in which they are produced. The uniqueness of actions is well illustrated 
through Garfinkel's discussion of “indexical expressions”. For Garfinkel, the notion of indexical 
expressions opens up the subject matter for ethnomethodology. In contrast to Bar-Hillel (1954), 
Garfinkel  sees  all  expressions  as  indexical.  However,  “what  become  prominent  is  not  that  all 
expressions are indexical but that members manage to make adequate sense and adequate reference 
with the linguistic and other devices at hand” (Lynch, 1997, p. 22). So the fundamentally situated 
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character of action reveals that the same action and the same words spoken on different moments 
may have a very different sense for the participants, so we need to consider them in context.
Secondly, when taking this methodological approach actions are not only to be considered 
socially situated actions but also as emergent. This emergent property of action is examined by 
Heritage who writes:
“Action is  both context-shaped and context-renewing.  It  is  context-shaped because its 
contributions to an ongoing sequence of action cannot be adequately understood except by 
reference to the context in which it participates… Communicative action is also context-
renewing. Since every current utterance will itself form the immediate context for some 
next action in a sequence, it will inevitably contribute to the contextual framework in term 
of which the next action will be understood” (p.242).
Therefore the analyst is not only looking at the shape, design and production of one turn at talk, but 
how the next turn at talk characterises or may reshape how we might understand the next turn at 
talk. So the character of these actions is evolving over time. Indeed, Garfinkel (1948/2005) claims 
that “each type of social relationship has its particular type of time perspective, though each type is 
derived  from  the  vivid  present”  (p.182).  This  second  principle  brings  out  the  importance  of 
considering actions as interactionally and ongoingly produced.
The last principle considers the methods and practices involved in the production of social 
order. It considers the practices in which one may render actions intelligible to others (Garfinkel 
1967, Sacks 1972, 1992). Garfinkel (1948/2005) claims that this social order arises “from the fact 
that the agent cannot present his ‘stream of thought’ at one instance” (Garfinkel, 1948/2005 p.184). 
Actions are therefore inherently sequential  and are mutually recognisable (Boden,  1990 p.189). 
Actions are to be examined with regard to their moment-by-moment production, focusing on the 
orderly production of actions. With regard to this Schegloff and Sacks (1973) claim: 
“…If the materials (records of natural conversation) were orderly, they were so because 
they had been methodically produced by members of the society for one another, and it 
was a feature of the conversations we treated as data that they were produced so as to 
allow the display by the co-participants to each other of their orderliness, and to allow 
the  participants  to  display  to  each  other  their  analysis,  appreciation  and  use  of  the 
orderliness” (Schegloff and Sacks, 1973, p.290).
This is a fundamental resource for the analyst to evidence their claims when analysing naturally 
occurring interaction.  The analysis  of  the  episodes  of  talk  in  this  research study lay  particular 
emphasis on the sequential organisation of activities and both talk and visual conduct. The approach 
provides the tools to analyse such instances to relevant depth and detail. These three basic principles 
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will be elaborated in the following sections of this chapter with regard to my own research study, as 
they have informed the character of the video data collected as well as orienting the analysis in 
particular ways.
3.1 Why Use Video Recorded Data?
EM and CA have informed my choice of collecting video and audio recorded data as I am interested 
in  the  embodied  talk  in  interaction  in  workplace  settings.  At  the  basis  of  ethnomethodology, 
Garfinkel  (1967)  introduces  the  idea  of  analysing  what  is  going  on  right  there  and  then,  in  a 
situation, and by making actions visible to others it becomes naturally accountable for the members 
of a setting. That is members of a setting can recognise a natural account for action “seen and done 
in the doing of ordinary work of a setting” (Crabtree et al., 2012, p.25). This approach claims that 
within the social world, there is an order in the ways in which we produce situated actions; these 
actions are displayed, accountable and therefore observable by researchers (Boden, 1990 p.189; 
Lynch, 1997 p.14-15). I am interested in orders of interaction at work.
Ethnomethodologists explore people’s everyday practices by carrying out ethnographies and also 
studies of recorded materials. The fieldwork I undertook, includes field observations, discussions 
with people, and open-ended interviews. I took the role of a “complete observer” which entails the 
“immersion in a social setting and prolonged involvement” (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 437). Doing 
extensive field work offers resources required to inform the analysis of the interaction in work 
settings. Writing ethnographic field notes  is a key strategy by “immersing” oneself in a setting, 
developing competence in setting’s work, scrutinising interactional work, identifying work practices 
(Crabtree, 2012, p.39,40). What I found very useful, while collecting video data, is to keep a sort of 
diary describing some of the main interactions that were occurring, that may not be captured on 
video. For instance, knowing what time it was, unusual events, moments that struck me at the time 
as interesting or odd, etc. 
I also collected still images in the scene. Photography can help with field notes (Bryman and Bell, 
2011, p. 445). Pictures of documents used, post-its, diaries and timetables of the employees, turned 
out  to  be  very  useful  for  data  analysis.  Also  pictures  of  the  computer  screen  were  useful  in 
understanding how emails were organised (see images below). Photos for example provide “graphic 
illustration of the organisation architecture” which was useful in my particular case as layout is 
crucial element to by research setting (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. , 446-451). (See images on the 
next page).
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Moreover, it was useful to write down the role of every employee, and for larger corporations get a 
chart of their roles and job descriptions. This is because when examining instances of interaction at 
work, sometimes it is important to know whether someone is being trained at the moment, who has 
more experience, who the manager is, in order understand certain work dynamic interactions and 
people’s behaviour in certain situations.
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Speaking to the participants  is  also a relevant  task of  field work.  At times it  is  useful  to “ask 
participants to describe the text, tools and technologies that they use” (Heath et al., 2010, p.52). 
This may help with understanding better their work and clarify possible puzzles that may arise 
during  data  collection.  Sometimes  it  was  relevant  to  simply  ask  questions  like  “why  did  you 
laugh?” or “why did you look there?”, this aided the analysis of certain work practices. 
Also, I found how sitting at the people’s desks was helpful in learning about the feeling of sitting at 
those desks to see what participants could see, what they had access to in terms of peripheral view, 
and also what they had access to in terms of listening to people’s conversation. This was extremely 
relevant in informing the data analysis process, because at times some data consisted in someone 
looking towards someone else’s computer, or reacting to someone saying something or making a 
sound so it was relevant to figure out whether it was actually possible for them to hear or see, or if it 
was just by chance that they would slightly orient to it. 
However,  observations  are  not  enough  to  “capture  naturally  occurring  action  and 
interaction” the way video recordings do (Hindmarsh and Heath, 2000, p.531). As Silverman (2006) 
points “video recordings have been used to examine the in situ organisation of a social action and 
activities in face-to-face interaction” (p.244). So using video data augmented by field observations 
enables the researcher to unpack the social practices, tacit behaviour of employees and identify 
issues that underpin work and collaboration in open office settings.
Using video recordings allows the researcher to consider the distinctive character of the settings 
explored in this thesis, allowing to unpack in detail the ways in which people interact within these 
environments. So I use video data rather than simply observing. Using video recordings allows for 
the examination of the details of interaction combined with the use of artefacts and technology. 
With video data we can discover the tacit behaviour of employees at work and unpack interactional 
procedures  and  issues  that  underpin  work  in  an  organisation,  shedding  light  on  organisational 
procedures and practices in open office settings.
Video analysis provides the tools for a better understanding of interaction, as facial expressions, 
gaze and gestures would not be visible by solely using audio recording and observations (Luff et al., 
2000, p.8). Video data is indeed especially useful in those moments of interaction where talk is 
absent. A participant can make all sorts of interactionally relevant movements without talking such 
as glancing towards to someone, moving their chair towards someone, reading a specific document.
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Mondada (2006) expresses the importance of using video for preserving dimensions such as “time,” 
“participation framework and interaction space” and “multimodal details”(p.5, 6). With regard to 
the latter she claims how: 
“video records aim not at the production of descriptive glosses by the analyst, but at making 
available the ways in which participants themselves deal with these details, by methodically 
orienting  to  them  and  by  exploiting  them  for  the  subsequent  organisation  of 
action” (Mondada, 2006, p.6).
Using video data delivers features that are crucial for better understanding the way people behave at 
work. For instance, such features include the option to repeatedly play a specific fragment to truly 
analyse it, and to play it in slow motion to really investigate the sequential nature of interaction 
(Hindmarsh and Heath, 2000, p.531).
Another particular advantage of using video data is that is allows to share data and work on it 
collaboratively in data sessions.  Sacks (1984) articulated the importance of  working with tape-
recorded conversations shedding light on the possibility of playing the tapes to others to generate 
discussion, he writes:
“I started with tape-recorded conversation — because — I could get my hands on it and I 
could study it again and again, and also consequentially, because others could look at what 
I had studied and make of it what they could, if, for example, they wanted to be able to 
disagree with me” (Sacks 1984, p. 26). 
Sacks introduces the element of working on materials with others: “we sit down with a piece of 
data, make a bunch of observations, and see where they will go” (Sacks 1984, p. 27). The analysis 
of my video recorded data, indeed benefitted from data sessions with other members of the Work, 
Interaction and Technology Research Centre and King’s College London, where we worked on 
extracts  collaboratively.  Data  sessions  provide  opportunities  to  “make observations  and discuss 
insights and even preliminary analyses” as well identifying “issues that may have passed unnoticed” 
(Heath et al., 2010, p.102).
3.2 Sequence and Sequential Organisation
When analysing the data, when using this approach informed by EM and CA we focus on 
the ways in which participants sequentially and multi-modally organise their actions.  Also, this 
methodological approach allows us to examine action in context. As mentioned earlier context is 
understood to be a particularly important feature that is not to be alienated from interaction (Sacks 
et al., 1974, p.701). This approach deals with details of actions that are temporal and sequential. 
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Using video data indeed, allows for the analysis of subsequent organisation of actions (Mondada, 
2006, p.6). Sequences of action are made of turns that are analysed, as sequential organisation at 
talk drives the distinctiveness of this approach. Sacks et al., (1974) claim that:
“For the unit-types a speaker employs in starting the construction of a turn’s at talk, the 
speaker is initially entitled, in having a “turn”… Transfer of speakership is coordinated by 
reference to such transition-relevance places, which any unit-type instance will reach” (p.
703). 
As Sacks et al., (1974) point out, the presence of turn taking implies a certain “allocation of these 
turns,” which is generated by both verbal and non-verbal behaviour (p.698-699). Therefore, one’s 
turn is meant to stipulate a certain response back in order to create a reciprocated order in talk. 
Having a ‘turn’ therefore suggests a sort of ‘economy’ and when the “systematic of the organisation 
of  turn  taking”  was  first  explored,  rules  and  fundamentally  turn  allocation  techniques  were 
identified (Sacks et al., 1974). These rules widely apply to all conversation of everyday office work 
interaction, as traditionally they originate from examples of turn-taking during games, turn-taking 
used for allocating traffic, turn-taking in meetings and ceremonies (Sacks et al., 1974, p.696). Some 
of these rules include the meaning of one person speaking at a time, rules on whom speaks first and 
insights on how for example the distribution of turns is not specified in advance (Sacks et al., 1974 
p.698). 
One of the forms of sequential implicativeness is an adjacency pair consisting of two utterances, 
namely first and second pair where the first pair projects the second pair (Sacks et al., 1967, p.716; 
Schegloff, 2007). These include greeting-greeting, invitation-acceptance/decline, questions-answers 
(Sacks et al., 1967, p.716). For instance a child may say “You know what, Mommy?” enabling a 
sequence, where the answer would be “What?” (Sacks, 1974). So first pair part of adjacency pairs 
are the basic components of selecting the next speaker, that is if you ask a question you expect the 
next speaker to respond and take the next turn at talk. Rules in CA terms are more like practices, 
part of the everyday social order. Analysing the sequential organisation of talk enables the analysis 
of the “routine and ordinary character of everyday activities” in collaboration with others (Heath et 
al., 2010, p. 69). 
I aim to unpack every-day office exchange systems with regard to the moments of initiating talk, 
specifically interaction from individual work to collaborative work therefore not only focusing on 
the bodily conduct involved in such activity but also exploring further the importance of the origins 
of  the  language use  in  the  initiating turn.  So through EM “the  study of  the  ordinary  methods 
through which persons conduct  their  practical  affairs”  (Lynch,  1997 p.5)  and CA “the primary 
medium through which social interaction takes place” (Shaffer, 2006 p.58), together they enable the 
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examination  of  employees’ tacit  behaviour  at  work,  in  terms  of  both  verbal  and  non-verbal 
behaviour, the sequentiality of interaction and the details of talk in social interaction.
3.3 Visual Transcripts
Since I am interested in sequences of talk and visible conduct I need a way to identify and 
analyse temporal order and, an instrumental element of this approach is the use of transcripts as 
they aid the analysis and help explore in depth the sequential organisation of talk. 
Essentially throughout the analysis of each fragment in this thesis three types of transcripts were 
used:  (i)  a  strictly  CA one  showing  only  the  verbal  interaction,  (ii)  a  combination  of  bodily 
movements descriptions and talk together and (iii) one that combines both talk, bodily movement 
descriptions and video stills. It important to point out that the transcripts for presentation purposes 
are very different from the ones researchers use for their own analysis. For presentation purposes 
scholars include still images next to the transcripts, in order to better introduce the setting and get a 
sense of spatial  organisation (e.g.,  Goodwin and Goodwin, 1996; Heath et  al.,  1997; Mondada, 
2006, 2007).
Let  us  begin  by  introducing  a  strictly  CA kind  of  transcript  from  the  “incipient  talk” 
category  (for  details  on  ‘category’ see  next  section  3.4  Identifying  Patterns  of  Interaction). 
Pseudonyms are given to the participants for privacy purposes, any other recognisable features of 
talk have been changed. In this transcript you can notice the coding technique used to identify the 
office, the day and the angle, the different participants involved and the time on the tape of when the 
interaction occurred (for details on ‘coding’ see next section 3.4 Identifying patterns of Interaction). 
The transcribing system used in this thesis is based on the conventions set forth by Jefferson (1984) 
(See also Heath et al., p.150-154). For instance, these guidelines give room to identify moments 
where there is no interval between adjacent utterances indicated by equal signs (on line 1 and 2), 
and length of pauses or silences in tenths of a second (on line 3 and line 6).
In this instance taken from the renewable energy firm, illustrated in the transcript on the next 
page,  Saul  (business  developer  manager)  is  waiting  to  speak  to  Bob  (director  of  engineering) 
however Bob is busy speaking to Matt. Bob and Matt have been speaking for a couple minutes 
when Saul begins to speak after the 2 second pause on line 3. Saul’s initiation of talk is illustrated 
by an arrow that is sometimes used “to point to a feature of interest to the analyst at the time the 
fragment is introduced in the text” (Atkinson and Heritage, 1984, p.Xvi). Also this fragment shows 
the use of emphasis indicated by underlining (on line 4).
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Transcript 1: Renewable Energy Firm (Abu Dhabi, UAE) 
Renewable Energy Firm - Day 2 // H-S B Angle // 35:00 
1. B: it’s not around here= 
2. M: =it’s not 
3. (2.0) 
4. S: Bo:b all the drawings of Iman 
5. B: when they come back I ask ‘em what to do 
6. M: ye coz if it’s on sunday (.) maybe we will not see the (.) 
7.    saturday n one is there  
This transcript is useful in understanding the sequential order of turns in this interaction. We see 
Saul’s  potential  hesitation  displayed  by  the  extension  of  the  name  “Bo:b”.  When  doing  CA 
informed work this  transcript  is  ideal,  as  it  presents  the sequential  order  of  turns,  it  highlights 
relevant changes in tone, speed and pauses in talk. However, the kind of analysis I am interested in 
requires a more depth analysis than that. This transcript raises questions like why does Saul speak 
then? Are the participants gazing at each other while speaking? The transcript shows how it could 
be a potential break in the conversation due to the 2 second pause on line 3, but we do not get a 
sense of what that pause means. The transcript shows how Bob does not respond to Saul but we do 
not get a sense of how it is visually played out. 
So we need to be able to examine interaction further, and it is not just a bout one turn onto the next 
but  the  complexity  around  what  people  are  doing  visibly  around  those  moments.  So  visible 
transcripts combined with CA are useful when analysing face-to-face interaction as we really need 
to understand movements. The process of data analysis of this approach involves the examination of 
both  verbal  and  bodily  conduct,  combined  together  to  examine  the  sequential  aspects  of  the 
interaction; so a verbal transcript as we can see is not enough to capture that. 
The image on the next page (Transcript 2) shows the same fragment as Transcript 1 but 
displayed in a different type of transcript that has both bodily movement and verbal action. When 
analysing video data one may use the transcript as a way to record and display what is happening on 
the video. This detailed analysis requires for the researcher to: “replay the fragment a significant 
number of times, perhaps 50 or 60 before you can begin to gain sense of the action and delineate 
features of the participants’ conduct” (Heath et al., 2010, p.66).
In Fragment 2 we know that Bob (B) and Matt (M) are carrying out a conversation and Saul (S) 
says something to Bob 2.0 seconds after a potential break in the conversation, characterised by a 
pause. Transcript 2 (unlike Transcript 1) shows both displaying from left to right the sequence of 
both  bodily  movement  and  the  talk,  with  the  help  of  a  time  line  in  the  middle,  showing  the 
respective time on the tape (i.e., 34:54). This is useful for identifying the exact moments for key 
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interactional  moments  and  how  long  they  last  for,  such  as  visual  alignment,  turning  towards 
someone, looking away, nodding, pointing , etc. Also gaze is displayed in this type of transcript 
using a system developed by Goodwin (1981) where a  series  of  dots  (....)  indicate  one person 
turning towards another, a continuous line indicates looking at someone, and a series of commas 
(,,,,,)  indicate  someone looking away from someone else.  While  the dashes indicate  looking at 
objects, in this case the computer screen (See also Heath et al., p.150-154).
Transcript 2: Renewable Energy Firm (Abu Dhabi, UAE) 
So through the use of the visual transcript we can build on the initial preliminary analysis of the CA 
type of transcript which did not indicate all  resources relevant to Saul beginning to speak. The 
visual transcript shows how Saul is being looking for quite some time the participants, and is able to 
get a sense of their availability which goes beyond the potential break in the talk as Saul is able to 
make himself visible to the colleague by gazing up and down frequently indicating his interest to 
speak to Bob. 
Another interesting feature of visual transcripts that is useful for my kind of study is the 
possibility to incorporate computer key stroke analysis. My data corpus is based in office settings 
where  people  are  often  carrying  out  their  individual  work  on  computers  while  they  are  being 
approached by their colleagues. Some of these transcripts become slightly more complexed, when 
interaction is more dynamic in terms of movements and also in terms of the use of artefacts like the 
keyboard showing the different key strokes involved (see Transcript 3 on the next page). 
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Transcript 3: Estate Agency (London, UK) - showing verbal and non verbal sequence and key 
strokes
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At times pressing the “enter” button can indicate to a colleague that they are coming to a potential 
break in their individual work. As you can see from the visual in the previous page there is a key 
board analysis as well as the bodily conduct and gaze of the participants. It is important to point out 
that these complex fragments are useful for the researcher in order to analyse the data, and not used 
in written papers or in written analysis.
So these kinds of visual transcripts as we have explored are useful in highlighting the importance of 
sequence. In my analysis I am interested in how one action can be seen to orient to something else. I 
am  interested  in  how  actions  are  sequentially  organised,  analysing  mutually  focused  social 
interaction through sequential  analysis  (Schegloff  2007).  The transcripts  help with this  analysis 
because they include features  (i.e.,  the  timeline with the action showing above)  that  prove the 
validity of the analysis, as they shows evidence of how one action from one participant is treated by 
another participant. This is because the location of one action “within the emerging course of action 
is central to the ways in which it is understood” (Heath et al., 2010, p.68).
3.4 Identifying Patterns of Interaction
Evidencing claims from a single transcript, as we have explored in the previous section, can 
raise all sorts of issues linked to generalisability. So part of the reason for collecting data from such 
a range of workplace settings is because this way I can compare and contrast instances of initiation 
of talk, and find what seems to be the common properties of these settings, identifying patterns but 
at the same time find what is unique about certain ones, and why.
This thesis will therefore deal with some aspect of comparative analysis around the ways in which 
sequence of talk within institutional settings differ in their sequential properties in routine ways 
from ordinary activities. The institutional talk program has looked at the distinctive organisation of 
talk  in  various  different  institutional  settings  such  as  courtrooms  (Atkinson  and  Drew,  1979), 
classrooms (McHoul,  1978)  and news interviews (Greatbatch,  1988;  Clayman 1987).  All  these 
settings involved the identification of “specialised turn-taking systems,” indeed drastically differing 
from ordinary talk. Scholars began to identify special constraints and specific frameworks unique to 
institutional  contexts  which  guided  and  shaped  talk  between  institutional  participants  such  as 
doctor-patient, teacher-student, bride and groom (Heritage 1998, p.105). Drew and Heritage (1992) 
summarised what is distinctive about institutional talk in six dimensions. 
The first one is turn taking, which sets the ground for the comparative analysis between institutional 
settings  and  ordinary  settings.  Turn  taking  is  organised  within  each  institutional  setting  and 
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participants “recognise that they should follow — it — as a moral obligation” (Heritage, 1998, p.
119). Secondly, the over all structural organisation of talk in institutional settings is more strict 
than  ordinary  conversation  where  the  structure  of  conversations  can  vary  and  is  more  fluid 
(Heritage, 1998, p.122). Another dimension of comparison is sequence organisation where both the 
organisation of and roles (i.e., story teller, news deliverer) are identified “established, maintained, 
and manipulated (Heritage, 1998, p.123). Fourthly, turn design deals with the way in which turns 
are said (Heritage, 1998, p.131). Fifthly, lexical choice, depending on the institutional setting one 
may choose specific words or phrases which “can index an interactant’s stance toward a particular 
circumstance” (Heritage, 1998, p.132). Examining participant’s lexical choices, can give evidence 
for  the  contextual  setting  they are  part  of  and how one may behave in  specific  circumstances 
(Heritage,  1998,  p.137).  The  last  dimension  of  comparison,  is  the  interaction  and  epistemic 
asymmetries, which consider, participation; ‘knowhow’ about the interaction and the institution in 
which it is embedded; substantive or technical knowledge, and the rights to articulate substantive 
knowledge (Heritage, 2004). 
These dimensions allow for the identification of patterns by looking at institutional characteristics 
and comparing them to the open office work interaction and how they are distinctive from other 
conversations. This particular qualitative methodology will help me identify how conversations are 
organised  in  the  workplace,  by  analysing  “actions  and  activities  produced  through  talk,  visual 
conduct or a combination of both” (Heath et al., 2009, p.11).
This study on interaction at work aims to compare and contract patterns of instances of talk in 
institutional settings of open offices to other institutional settings and more ordinary talk.  I  am 
interested in re-evaluating, comparing and contrasting these moments of interaction, to interaction 
and collaboration that  occurs in open offices and examine how they are distinctively managed, 
organised and treated by other participants.
In order to analyse patterns of interaction when using this approach informed by EM and CA 
the researcher must first build a collection. As advised by Heath et al., (2010), the process involved 
in  the  analysis  of  this  data  can  be  described  with  a  three  stage  process:  preliminary  review, 
substantive review of the data corpus and analytic review. In the preliminary review process the 
researchers starts  reviewing the material  collected.  I  began by going through all  the tapes,  and 
categorising some of them based on broad obvious interactional themes (Heath et al., 2010, p.62). 
Also  what  was  useful  for  me  during  this  stage  is  while  looking  through  each  tape,  I  made  a 
document describing in broad terms each interactional instance with the time of the occurrence, 
some  categories  I  chose  at  this  stage  were  “meetings,”  “employees  entering  the  office”  and 
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“employees leaving the office”. This way if I wanted to go back to a specific moment of interaction 
I knew at which minute of the tape it happened. 
A form of coding becomes essential. I started by writing down the day of video taping, the time of 
video taping, the first letter of the people involved in the interaction of each specific tape, the office 
code name, and angle of the recording (see image below of tapes from the administrative office). 
In the substantive review process, initial analysis becomes relevant. As we have mentioned pilot 
research  is  useful  to  determine  data  collection  issues,  best  camera  angles  and  amount  of  data 
needed. Pilot research is also significant for initial data analysis. In my case, the collection of video 
recordings from the pilot  research settings (estate agency and technology hub),  allowed for the 
emergence  of  relevant  findings  with  regard  to  interaction  at  work,  especially  with  regard  to 
colleagues initiating conversations with each other. It also allowed for the identification of the focus 
on open office  environments  as  opposed to  any office  environment,  by  virtue  of  the  profound 
interactional complexities and interactional implications within such settings. On the basis of these 
recordings, the research moved from a preliminary data collection to a more focused form of data 
collection and analysis of instances of incipient talk. 
Consequently, this has introduced the focus of my study which is concerned with issues of incipient 
talk. I became interested in looking at instances of when someone in the office carrying out their 
individual work suddenly initiates conversation with someone who is also carrying out their own 
work. Heath et al., (2010) claim that “the initial selection of episodes or fragment of data on which 
to focus could be based on a range of interests and concerns” (p.66). 
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Tape coding
The substantive review of the data,  consisted in making even more detailed categories such as 
“incipient talk” or “outlouds”. This approach helps unpack the social practices that underpin work 
in an organisation,  by video taping the employees in their  context  during their  routine work.  I 
started by analysing a fragment of “incipient talk”, people moving from doing their own personal 
work to talking to someone. Initial analysis was carried out trying to unpack any generic features 
that  help  to  understand  collaboration  and  coordination  in  open  offices.  This  shows  how  the 
identification of patterns becomes useful when trying to compare the organisation of activities in 
these settings compared with other settings.  So data analysis of specific sequence of fragments 
using the transcription methods highlighted earlier, turns into the identification of specific patterns 
of behaviour, which can then be explored across all data corpus, entering what Heath et al., (2010) 
call the analytic review process.  This way the researcher begins to build a collection of similar 
instances across various different settings. 
For example, I found the same type of activity of “waiting to talk to a colleague” across different 
office settings and when I began to analyse each fragment and I began to see common patterns and 
regularities.  The presence of the same pattern of behaviour found in all  these different settings 
becomes a way of validating the data and gives evidence for the identification of common patterns 
of behaviour in open offices; avoiding issues of generalisability. Patterns of activity can also reveal 
‘deviant cases’, instances that do not appear to resonate with the characteristic organisation of the 
rest  of  the  sequences  analysed.  A deviant  case  “can  be  subject  to  more  detailed  analysis  to 
demonstrate how it develops an understanding of the issue or activity at hand” (Heath et al., 2010, 
p.111). 
Even though in many social science methods evidence is strictly related to number of cases, and 
statistical relevance, Schegloff (1993) sheds light on the use of quantification using this method: 
“Even if no quantitative evidence can be mastered for a linkage between that practice of 
talking and that resultant ‘effect’, the treatment of the linkage as relevant — by the parties 
on  that  occasion,  on  which  it  was  manifested  — remains...  And no  number  of  other 
episodes that developed differently will undo the fact that in these cases it went the way it 
did, with that exhibited understanding…” (Schegloff, 1993 p. 101). 
Essentially using this approach means that the “local situates evidence for the relevance of the 
analysis” (Heath et al., 2010, p. 84), and this is what matters in this research study as opposed to 
making statistical claims.
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3.5 The Process of Data Collection
After having shed light on the particular methodological approach used in this research study and 
after discussing the reasons for collecting video data, this section of the chapter will focus on the 
process of data collection and the next section on the ways to ensure the collection of good quality 
data. This section will consider the (i) ethical issues associated with collecting video data; (ii) the 
practices involved in gaining access and (iii) the ways to build rapport with organisations. While, 
the next section will explore (i) tripods and camera angles; (ii) audio and; (iii) reactivity.
i. Ethical issues
When undertaking a research study on naturally occurring mundane activities of office work 
and any other sociological research, ethics must be considered with regard to the “rights of those 
that become subject of — the — work, or are affected by it” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.226). That is, 
the impact of the research method on the participants must be considered. These involve “integrity 
and objectivity;  respect;  avoidance of harm; privacy,  voluntary participation; right to withdraw; 
informed consent,  confidentiality and anonymity,  responsibility in analysing and reporting;  data 
management  compliance;  safety”  (Saunders  et  al.,  2012,  p.236).  This  specific  research  study 
follows the ethical approval guidelines of the King’s College London Ethics Board (see Appendix 
IV).
For the purpose of this research I followed the five-stage process by Saunders et al., (2012). 
To begin with I did a Risk Assessment of potential harm to ensure that participants would not suffer 
in any way from the works involved in this research. Secondly, to secure access, each company was 
approached by email and asked to participate in the research. If they agreed to do so, they received 
an  Information  Sheet,  a  Consent  Form,  and  a  Use,  Retention  and  Reuse  of  Participant 
Contributions form (See forms in Appendix I, II, III). This is because essentially, participants should 
be aware they are participating in the study, it should not harm them in any way, they should know 
what  the  research  entails  and  they  should  be  given  the  choice  to  do  so.  This  is  achieved  by 
providing ‘informed consent,’ defined by the ASA Code of Ethics, as the “a basic ethical tenet of 
scientific research on human populations” (Heath et al., 2010, p.18). Informed consent “involves 
participants being given sufficient information, the opportunity to ask questions, time to consider 
without any pressure or coercion, to be able to reach a fully informed, considered and freely given 
decision about whether or not to take part” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.238). These forms were filled 
out at least 24 hours prior to filming avoiding the feeling of being pressured to participate. The 
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forms  highlight  detailed  information  about  the  research,  granted  rights  to  ask  questions  and 
highlighted their rights to privacy (Saunders et al., 2012, p.236).
With regard to ‘informed consent’ Homan (1991) points out that it is very difficult to provide all 
possible  information  and  assess  the  appropriate  amount  of  information  required  to  satisfy  the 
possible risks associated with research (p.71). This is because perhaps too much information can 
cause subjects to be “suspicious” that something is wrong with the research (Homan, 1991, p.75). 
Some scholars believe that if a signature is required it is better to obtain it after collecting data as it 
could have negative effects on the participant’s willingness to speak (Homan, 1991, p.75). I gave all 
the information of informed consent straight away, having no issues with it. 
Thirdly, while collecting data the participants must have the right to withdraw at any time (Saunders 
et al., 2012, p.236). Fourthly in processing and storing the data, the participant’s privacy must be 
ensured. In my case anonymity and confidentiality is crucial as organisations mundane activities are 
being video taped (Saunders et al., 2012, p.236; Bryman and Bell 2011, p.136). With regard to data 
management and storing, the data follows the Data Protection Act 1998 which states that: “the data 
will be stored safely in the personal computer of the researcher provided with a personal password 
which only the researcher has access to”. Moreover, as stated in the Use, Retention and Re-use of 
Participation Contributions form the “data tapes and digital copies will be kept and re-used only for 
those which have agreed to” (See Appendix III).
The last stage of the process is analysis and reporting of findings (Saunders et al., 2012, p.241), and 
my research ethics approval was granted on the grounds of ensuring privacy and confidentiality. For 
example, private information with regard to the company’s strategies, company names, or names of 
individuals, dates, or confidential information of members of staff were not disclosed in any way, 
and nothing that may be easily identifiable was disclosed (Saunders et al.,  2012, p.246). In my 
analysis I only use pseudonyms and changed any other possible recognisable private matter (i.e., 
names of  software used,  names of  projects,  names of  cities,  etc.)  Also,  Saunders et  al.,  (2012) 
highlight how great care must taken in not choosing to disclose information that may embarrass one 
specific individual (p.245). With regard to images, participants were made aware that in instances of 
facial and bodily conduct analysis images would be displayed. 
After being granted ethical approval the next step to undertaking this research study of open offices 
was  to  choose  which  settings  to  approach.  The  choice  of  the  places  to  collect  my  data  is 
characterised by the fact  that  they vary in space,  size and they involve very different  types of 
Page  61
activities (at times they involve creative fields and in other client service), because my aim is to 
cover a wide range of tasks and activities and different forms of division of labour of staff. My aim 
is  also  to  cover  settings  that  involve  different  physical  environments  and  resources  (some use 
computers, some use phones, some use notepads). I wanted to find settings where the nature of the 
work varied but at the same time I could identify patterns and common interactional sequences. 
ii. Gaining access
There are many strategies used by researchers to gain access to organisations. They vary 
depending on the type of organisation that is targeted and the type of research carried out. The 
process of gaining access was delicate and complex and I faced many challenges. 
An introductory letter was sent out following advice and guidelines presented by many studies on 
gaining  access  to  organisations  (see  the  letter  above).  It  was  brief,  clear,  generated  interest, 
established credibility, and highlighted the confidentiality and anonymity aspects of the research 
(Saunders et al., 2012, p.222, 223). Moreover, in the letter I offered a summary report of the finding 
to those who would grant access. However, I learned that sometimes it is useful to tell organisations 
that if they wanted I could provide a tailored report with some of the results that might be useful for 
them to know, but what is important is to make clear that this is not the aim of the project, and that 
after collecting data there is a chance that no useful information may arise. This helps with avoiding 
to  raise  expectations  of  any  kind.  With  regard  to  this  I  learned  not  to  “over-promise”  in  the 
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introductory letter to avoid any the chance of disappointing and not delivering. Also, I followed the 
‘developing access incrementally’ advice provided by Johnson (1975) by first requesting a minimal 
participation from the organisation to then request a more in depth type of access. I initially asked to 
“shadow” participants with the intention to then ask for the possibility to video tape the participants.
The first 53 emails sent out to a range of organisations with open offices in London, resulted in 
100% rejections with only four responses. Most companies I approached rejected the idea from the 
outset, onset and some did not reply at all. I contacted agencies from all sorts of fields such as 
programming, estate agencies, pharmaceutical companies and other service-oriented organisations. 
Below, are the examples of two of the four email rejections:
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Type to 
After  receiving these kinds of  responses,  the second attempt to gain access in to organisations 
consisted in taking a different strategy. This time instead of finding emails on the internet from the 
companies’ websites  I  tried  to  gain  access  through  new  contacts  by  asking  “an  appropriate 
professional  association  for  the  names  and  business  addresses  of  key  employees  to  contact  in 
organisations where it  would be suitable” to conduct  research (Saunders  et  al.,  2012,  p.225).  I 
contacted the Italian Embassy and got a list of companies that have Italian staff members. I thought 
perhaps being Italian myself might make people more keen to help. Out of the 35 emails only four 
replied, three rejecting the idea from the outset and only one agreed to meet.
One organisation, a software company, agreed to meet me after emailing back and forth for a couple 
weeks, explaining my research in more detail. I went to their office in central London, for lunch 
with the person I was emailing (a manager). The process of securing a meeting took a couple of 
weeks, and after meeting him he did not reply for a long time and after two more weeks he said he 
could not help. So I focused my time for about one month with this organisation, and this was the 
same kind of routine process with other companies that I approached later. What I learned during 
this process of waiting and rejection is the importance for a researcher to “put more eggs in one 
basket”. It is better to approach different companies at the same time instead of approaching one by 
one, wasting time, which resulted in denied access and no alternatives. 
Lastly,  I  took into  consideration  the  idea  of  getting  access  through existing  contacts,  which is 
another strategy used by many researchers and it is considered to be the most successful strategy in 
getting  access  (Buchanan  et  al.,  1988,  p.56;  Easterby-Smith  et  al.,  2008;  Johnson  1975).  For 
instance, I started by sending an email to the CEO of a consulting company where my friend was 
working at. He agreed to meet me for lunch, and showed particular interest in the research. After a 
week I met the human resource manager and one of the team leaders, who were also giving very 
positive feedback. After a few weeks, I met with the legal department and prepared a presentation to 
explain the type of work required by my study. This process of preparing the presentation took up 
another couple of weeks combined with arranging a time to meet. After the presentation to the legal 
department, another week passed and the CEO emailed me saying that the legal department did not 
agree with the terms and conditions and as they thought it would be too invasive and not safe for the 
clients’ privacy. Despite the CEO agreement, this was another rejection and denied access to collect 
data in an open office. 
In  my experience the difficulties  faced when contacting companies  and trying to  get  access  to 
organisations involve waiting for responses, meeting with them, learning that as a researcher and 
not a client you are not their focus of attention.  I overcame these challenges and gained access to a 
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range of settings by learning to manage well when and how to speed up their decision-making. At 
times it meant pressuring for a meeting, but other times it meant leaving them enough space and 
time to think about it. The strategy of approaching organisations through personal contacts resulted 
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As displayed from the table in the previous page, the office settings that feature in my data corpus 
are offices that adopt an open office layout. This is congruent to the type of research I want to carry 
out  as  it  provides  for  opportunities  to  analyse  informal  encounters,  interaction  and  use  of 
technology in office settings. I collected data from a wide range of organisational settings using a 
data corpus of audio-visual recordings of naturally-occurring interactions in a wide-range of open 
offices.  The  final  data  corpus  of  this  thesis  includes  approximately  130  hours  of  video-audio 
recordings from 6 different open offices:  an estate agency, a technology hub, an administrative 
office, an architecture firm, a mechanical & electrical company and a renewable energy firm. My 
data corpus also includes secondary data, useful to support my primary data, attained from members 
of  the  WIT Research Group of  King’s  College,  made of  audio  and video recordings  of  a  UK 
broadcasting firm (see table in the previous page). I secured access in these 6 organisations through 
personal contacts by sending emails and offering to meet members of the organisation to discuss 
research plans,  interests  and the background to the study.  This has allowed me to avoid issues 
regarding “the potential sensitivity of the topic or the confidentiality of the research” (Heath et al., 
2010 p.15). 
iii. Building trust and rapport
My  experience  with  the  process  of  gaining  access  in  organisations,  has  brought  forward  the 
importance in meeting with members of the organisation to establish trust. Essentially, the aim is to 
build rapport, so that trust is built and data collection runs smoothly.
Saunders et  al.,  (2012) claim that  one of  the strategies is  to “ensure you are familiar  with the 
organisation before making contact” (p.217) but they do not tell  you the delicacies involved in 
doing such a thing or differentiate between the importance of different company cultures and how 
that may affect gaining access possibilities. During this process of data collection I learned how 
different types of settings encompass different ways of handling the data collection process once 
access has been granted. A small description of each setting where I collected data is explored in the 
table  on  the  next  two pages,  shedding  light  on  the  difference  in  company culture  and rapport 






Administrative Office. (London, UK)
This small office had four people working each in 
separate desks, not facing each other. All employees 
had access to each other’s computer screens 
because they were sitting close to one another. The 
atmosphere was formal and very quiet, people were 
mostly speaking about work.
Building rapport came from 
being as unobtrusive as 
possible asking questions 
only during obvious breaks in 
their work, given that the 
nature of their work was very 
sedimentary.
Mechanical & Electrical Company. 
(Abu Dhabi, UAE)
This organisation was the largest one of the 
collection and was made of eight departments taking 
up a whole floor of a building. I collected data in the 
procurement department. The open office was very 
small in proportion to the amount of employees. All 
twelve employees had their own desk, some with 
small partitions, all working side by side. The 
corporate culture was very professional, but this 
specific department was a little unusual from the 
rest. It was quite loud, people were constantly 
receiving and making phone calls passing each other 
papers that were quickly filed and put away in filing 
cabinets that surround the walls; making video taping 
difficult as there were many conversations 
happening at the same time.
Building rapport was a little 
difficult at first, due to the 
chaotic nature of the office 
but then it quickly become 
easy to adapt and gain their 
trust by trying to be an 
unobtrusive as possible. 
!
 
Renewable Energy Firm. (Abu Dhabi, UAE) 
This organisations consisted of a very large open 
plan office space, with sixteen employees working, 
and spread out. The corporate culture was very 
dynamic and professional. People would constantly 
walk around, leave the office and come back and 
each employee had different lunch hours, making 
the place constantly a working environment at every 
hour. It was very diverse in terms of nationalities, 
which made it a very interesting environment.
Building rapport was easy as 
people were friendly and 
keen in helping. This office 
was very interested in the 
research and were often 
asking questions and they 
were interested and willing to 
provide me with information I 
needed. 
Architecture Firm. (Cairo Egypt)
The office was very modern with minimal furniture. It 
consisted of one big meeting room, one relaxing 
room with a TV, and two main connected open plan 
offices. There was a total of nine people working 
there, each person with a large desk and large 
computer. The atmosphere and company culture 
was very informal, relaxed, creative and people were 
playing music and singing. A lot of the conversations 
were also non work related as most of them were 
friends.
I had to build rapport by 
being part of their team, 
building their trust. I found 
that people would bring food 
every day to share, so I 
would bring food from home 
for everyone and have lunch 
with them. They were 
interested in knowing about 
the research and being 
helpful and building rapport 
came from creating trust and 




The descriptions of the different rapport strategies based on the different company cultures have 
shed light on other important themes of gaining access and building trust around issues of (i) dress 
attire (ii) corporate culture (iii) maintaining relationships (iv) the use of suitable language, and (v) 
the importance of meetings and meetings preparation. 
 1. Learning about the culture of a company is also about dressing and adapting to it. I 
remember when having my first meeting with the programming company, I was overdressed and 
had to adjust my attire before entering to adapt to it better. I expected a formal environment, but it 
turned out to be rather casual, so I adjusted my appearance by taking off the formal jacket. I found 
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Programming Company. (London, UK) 
This company did not have a private office facility, the 
nature of their work, computer based allowed for them 
(four people) to work from home and in a tech hub. 
The employees worked side by side in open plan 
desks, around other people that had different jobs. 
The atmosphere in a tech hub is very informal, relaxed 
and anyone can plug in their iPods and change the 
music. The setting involved a foosball table and a pool 
table. Private meeting were held in rooms that people 
could rent out.
Building rapport and trust 
was easy as the 
atmosphere was young and 
people were very interested 
in learning about my 
research. 
Administrative Office. (London, UK)
This organisation, had two locations one in Central 
London and one in The City, and I collected data in 
both. The office in Central London had eight 
employees, four on each table facing each other. This 
office’s culture was relaxed and they listened to music 
most of the time. 
Building rapport was easy 
because I could ask 
questions and because they 
were very keen on 
answering and helping. The 
other office, had fifteen 
people working, all in a 
large table. It was a more 
corporate and more formal 
environment. The 
atmosphere was more 
tense, no music playing and 
as a consequence building 
rapport was harder and 
entailed mostly talking 
about work related 
questions while collecting 
data, trying to be as 
unobtrusive as possible, 
almost invisible. I only 
asked questions at the end 
of the day, while in the other 
office it was more informal 




that dressing and acting according to the company culture helps with making the organisation feel at 
ease and avoid any sort of barrier. 
 2. Studies suggest is it “essential that you familiarise yourself fully with the characteristics 
of the organisation” before approaching them in order to ensure credibility (Saunders et al., 2012, p.
217). Before approaching them, I read about their organisation, corporate culture, what they do and 
read the latest articles about their field. This helped in my experience also with building rapport, so 
that employees did not feel that they simply represented a number or sample in my data, but that 
they were valued for what they did as a company. The most successful meetings I had were with 
companies I had done research on and had background knowledge about their field. 
 3. With regard to building rapport, I learned to maintain relationships during and after data 
collection. While collecting data I learned that it is important to keep emailing the organisation with 
short updates, and even after you are done collecting data it is important to keep in contact. I regret 
not doing this after I thought I was done collecting data with one organisation, and when six months 
later I wanted to go back because I needed more data, it was too late because I had not maintained 
an ongoing relationship and I had lost contact with them. 
4. Gaining access, building rapport and ensuring your credibility is legitimated by the use of 
suitable language (Saunders et al., 2012, p.224). Scholars such as Buchanan et al., (1988), Easterby-
Smith  et  al.,  (2008)  speak  of  the  importance  of  choosing  suitable  terms  such  as  the  use  of 
“conversation” instead of “interview” which appears less threatening (Buchanan et al., 1988, p.57). 
In my experience I was mostly concerned with appreciating the difference between academic talk 
vs. business talk. I found that during meetings, in order to ensure access in the organisation I must 
detach from some academic words such as “sequences of interaction,” “turn-taking,” and use the 
more  business  friendly  ones  such  as  “communication,”  “awareness,”  “knowledge  sharing”  and 
“interruptions”.  I  found that organisations were a lot  more keen on understanding and granting 
access when I spoke in their terms as opposed to my own academic terms. 
5.  While  studies  provide  advice  and  strategies  on  how to  gain  access,  by  focusing  on 
introductory letters (Saunders et al., 2012), they do not really provide advice on how to approach 
meetings with organisations. In my experience, meeting up was just as important as the introductory 
email. So I learned to be more prepared for meetings with organisations when trying to get access. 
For instance, I learned to bring with me a bullet point version of the research requirements along 
side the ethical approval letter. I found that making a brochure of the research team I am part of 
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helps  with  increasing  credentials  and  helps  with  rapport  building.  Also,  I  learned  to  bring  a 
PowerPoint presentation ready of my research intentions, written and presented in business terms 
because once I was asked to deliver a presentation and I was not entirely ready for it. I also found it 
is useful to bring an example of my own writing, in order to explain the nature of the research and 
how data are being displayed in my writing. This is because sometimes a research study may sound 
“scarier”  and  more  intrusive  than  it  really  is.  Finally,  I  learned  to  make  extra  copies  of  all 
documents because in a meeting I was introduced to various members of the organisation and they 
were all interested in having these documents.
3.6 Collecting Good Quality Data
With regard to data collection, initial site visits were carried out in order to speak to the 
employees and establish initial rapport, and in general to understand better the everyday work of 
office spaces. I began carrying out videotaping for the pilot research of everyday office work with 
the use of small video recording devices, (Sony HD) cameras and wireless microphones. Following 
guidelines for video-based research by Heath et al., (2010), the initial analysis of fragments with the 
use of transcripts collected in the pilot research carried out in an estate agency and technology hub 
setting, determined the future amount of data needed for the research. Essentially, data collection is 
meant to continue until “theoretical saturation” as underlined by grounded theory is reached. So the 
need for new settings was necessary, and since the pilot research consisted in two very different 
types of settings (estate agency and technology hub) I was interested in maintaining a range of 
settings,  avoiding concentrating on one type but instead focusing on more general  interactional 
patterns found in open offices. 
An interesting issue about data collection which emerged is that these settings are characterised by 
the fact that they are quite different in terms of office work and office dynamic, this affected the 
data collection process significantly. For example the amount of hours of data collection required 
changed depending on their work dynamic. The creative settings like the architecture firm, had a 
very relaxed wok environment, and employees sometimes would start work at 11am, sometimes 
they would not be in the office at all because they would be with clients. So, sometimes for some 
hours of the day there would nobody to video tape. This resulted in having to extend the period of 
data collection and coordinate with the organisation the most suitable days for video-taping.
In other settings like the administrative office and the renewable energy firm, the office work hours 
were more dense due to a more dynamic nature of the work and therefore much less hours of video 
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recording was needed to gather good quality, rich data. In this section we will explore the ways I 
tried to ensure good quality data collection and the issues encountered exploring themes around (i) 
tripods and camera angles (ii) audio and (iii) reactivity.
i. Tripods and camera angles
Good  quality  data  entails  the  consideration  of  the  best  camera  angle  while  at  the  same  time 
maintaining the “naturalness” of the scene and be as unobtrusive as possible. One of the strategies 
to ensure good quality data is the use of multiple cameras which I adopted, after learning from the 
pilot study that using only one camera for some settings does not ensure the best quality data. This 
is because, in the estate agency for instance, I could not capture all the participants and relevant 
details of interaction and resources participants were using with only one camera.
 This strategy of multiple cameras, though better for data collection however can be an intrusive 
technique for the participants and also more difficult for the researcher as syncing audio becomes 
crucial, and camera angles become extremely important. So the coordination of all these factors is 
important to consider for collecting good quality data. The benefits of having multiple cameras are 
displayed in the images above. For example the image on the left shows a screen shot from the pilot 
study in the estate agency setting, when Wendy, Paolo and Clare are showing but Stacey (image to 
the right) sitting in front of Paolo is not showing. With only one camera I could only capture either 
Paolo and Wendy or Stacey alone, which hindered the analysis of the interactions that occurred 
between all four of them.
So in the other settings where I carried out data collection I began to use to the method of multiple 
cameras in order to capture all participants at the same time (see images on the next page of camera 
set up in the administrative office setting). As you can see from the images I used three different 
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Camera facing left side (No Stacey)              Camera facing right side (No Claire, Wendi or Paolo)
Claire          Wendy                          Paolo                                                                       Stacey
types of tripods to accommodate the sort of camera angle required in the administrative office. The 
first image is a tripod that has flexible legs permitting to adjust it at any angle and it is small enough 
to be unobtrusive when placed on a desk. The second picture shows how the fixed monopod is great 
to use in tight spaces as it can stand very close to the wall. Lastly, the third tripod can be adjusted in 
terms of height and with the handle you can rotate the camera to suit the angle required. This tripod 
is useful when wanting a high camera angle as it can be extended.
Some of these settings, like the mechanical & electrical company, were really small almost leaving 
no space for cameras to be placed and for myself to make observations. This resulted in having to 
use equipment like a self  standing tripod in order to place the cameras closest  to the wall  and 
capture interaction. These self standing tripods also allowed for two cameras to be horizontally 
placed along another horizontal pole, allowing for optimal recording in tight spaces. However, other 
settings, like the renewable energy firm and the architecture firm had the opposite problem as the 
offices were too large and the camera could not capture the details of the interaction as it had to be 
too zoomed out. Cameras could not be placed in the middle of the open plan office as they would 
have been in the way, so they had to be placed around the edges of the layout. Sometimes this 
resulted in not being able to capture those people standing up and moving to speak to another 
person, as the angle could not grasp the whole view.
In every setting I video taped I did trials to be able to test and capture the best camera angle. 
As Mondada (2006) points out:
“Possible problems arising from the requirement to document relevant details of space and 
objects oriented to by participants concern the granularity of the available details (e.g., if 
participants read a map or look at a screen, the visual details they refer to are often barely 
visible on the video shot)” (Mondada, 2006, p.6).
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1. Adjustable mini tripod                2. Fixed self standing tripod            3. Extendible and adjustable tripod
With regard to office settings, a good angle is one that both captures the face of the participants so 
that gaze is visible, captures the chair so that small movements can be detected but also captures the 
computer screen so that screen activity can be analysed. In my experience, the main issue was about 
whether  I  wanted the  back of  the  person’s  head to  show,  this  way I  could  get  a  view on the 
computer or naturally the front so I could see their faces. After some trials, side angles turned out to 
be the most useful for most settings. 
Let  us take the administrative office as an example illustrated below. As you can see Image 1 
captures the computer screen very well but does not capture the face of the participants or Dores’ 
chair movements. Image 2 captures it all but not the screen.
Now let us take the same moment of interaction between the two participants to see which angle 
would work better for analysis purposes. In this case Image 4 below has an overall better grasp of 
the interaction as the handling of the document held by the colleague is visible and the movements 
of  both  chairs  and  facial  expressions  of  both  participants  are  visible.  In  this  case  the  lack  of 
visibility of the computers screen is not interactionally relevant making the side angle the most 
effective one. So at times one must compromise with regard to some aspect of visibility to get the 
best camera angle.
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Image 1. Back angle                                                                  Image 2.  Side angle
Image 3. Back angle                                                                 Image 4.  Side angle
With regard to good quality data, the issues I encountered were sometimes related to the darkness of 
some settings. For example as you can see from the image below in the architecture firm the best 
angle  was  unfortunately  facing  a  big  double  door  window,  which  led  to  a  small  balcony  that 
colleagues used for taking breaks. This window allowed for light to come in and created a glare and 
so in order not to alter the “naturalness” of the setting some of this data resulted to be quite dark.
Also, I learned to avoid turning the camera off. A few times I turned the camera off as I thought that 
there were no interesting interactional sequences occurring,  however I learned that sometimes the 
best interactional sequences occur during seemingly “dead moments”. 
ii. Audio
Ensuring good quality data also involves good audio. The use of a microphone was essential in all 
settings. This is because a microphone is able to enhance the volume of the audio. However, it is not 
as simple and beneficial as it sounds, and can end up damaging the audio completely and result in 
producing  poor  quality  data.  I  used  two  different  types  of  wireless  microphones  one  square 
(Seinheiser) and one flat round mic (Audio Technica).
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Window glare makes room dark
The one office where I had no issues in terms of audio was the administration office due to the small 
size of the office and small amount of participants. The mic was placed on top of one of the desks 
and picked up all the participant’s voices. Other offices all had some minor issues and some offices 
more major ones. In the architecture firm and in the estate agency for example the presence of 
music was an essential part of their routine work. Therefore, at times the mic would pick up music 
as the foreground primary sound and place voices as background noise. As turning off the music 
was not an option in some settings,  the issue was fixed by using software such as Imovie and 
Audacity which allow for the tweaking of sounds, removal of background noise and in general for 
addressing other audio issues. 
Moreover, in the architecture firm the ceilings of the setting were very high creating an echo, which 
affected the audio. Also, what made it difficult to hear sometimes was the lack of doubled glazed 
windows, and since the office overlooked a very busy high way the microphone at times would pick 
up the sound of traffic over people speaking. As shown in the image below, the microphones were 
placed near the window on the desk to the right. Most audio software I used (i.e., Imovie, Audacity) 
are  made  to  cancel  background  noise  and  enhance  the  foreground  noise,  but  in  this  case  the 
background noise was the interaction I wished to enhance. At times this resulted in poor audio.
While collecting data in the renewable energy firm, was difficult at first, as being the largest office 
space in my data corpus, it required many audio trials. Initially I placed the microphone in one area 
where I thought it would pick up most of the sound from everyone but that turned into a lot of data 
having a great camera angle but poor audio. Sometimes the microphone would pick up on the sound 
of the printing machine, enhance that sound only and interfere with the data. So size of offices 
require different approaches and the best way to solve audio issues is to do a couple of trials straight 




positioned on the 
table near window 
iii. Reactivity 
Another key factor of collecting good quality data is to minimise obtrusiveness as much as 
possible,  but  really I  learned that  to ensure good data collection it  is  about balancing the two. 
Undoubtedly the camera and researcher physically being there can be argued that it may affect the 
participant’s behaviour, however these workplaces are characterised by “work they have to do in 
routine and in recognisable ways”, and once they are at work they become “immersed in the 
demands of their work” regardless of the camera and researcher being there (Heath et al., 2010, p.
48). The notion of “reactivity” is a common issue in social sciences, that is the consideration of the 
impact of the researcher on the participants (Crabtree 2012, p.26). In my experience of data 
collection, not being in the room where I was collecting data was not really possible, as the cameras 
I was using needed to be constantly checked to change cassettes every hour and to change batteries. 
Mondada (2006) claims that the renewable of batteries or cassette can cause other practical 
problems as they “can alter the very temporal organisation of the activity (such as its length, but 
also its articulation in phases) by imposing an exogenous temporality (Mondada, 2006, p.5).
Moreover, my presence in most office settings also became crucial to capture efficiently 
interactional sequences and “anticipate courses of action” (Mondada, 2006, p.9). For example, in 
the renewable energy firm the employees would go from one side of the office to the other to talk to 
someone, which meant that I would have to move the camera and focus it elsewhere. This meant I 
had to be alert, and learn to anticipate movement. I felt it was relevant to move the camera as 
interactional sequences would sometimes involve the movement of participants around the office. 
Patterns of the same few people moving from one place to the other started to emerge, so it became 
easier to capture instance of interaction on camera, whereby minimising obtrusiveness. 
In all settings the way I tried to mitigate the reactivity issue was by staying in one place as much as 
possible, most offices gave me a desk that they were not using so I could sit there. Mitigating 
reactivity for each setting differed significantly depending on the size of the office, the dynamic of 
the work and the layout. Also,  in  order  to  be as  unobtrusive as  possible  I  initially  suggested to 
organisations to spread my data collection period and only come in a couple of hours a day. I then 
discovered that people actually preferred the opposite, and minded less to have the researcher for 
the whole working day but less times a week than having the researcher come more often for less 
hours. 
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In my experience with this approach, participants did not feel affected by the camera being there as 
the  embodied  work  of  a  work  setting  is  a  natural  sort  of  activity;  and  actions  are  “naturally 
occurring, naturally accountable activities” (Garfinkel, 1967 p.1). As Laurier (2009) claims:
Ethnomethodology puts reflexivity at the heart of its study of human affairs by seeing 
it as incarnate in those human affairs. Because it takes social order as locally produced 
in whatever settings, descriptions (or representations) of particular courses of action 
are reflexive to those self-same settings (Laurier, 2009, p.634).
So it is an empirical question, if participants are not seen to orient to the camera they are carrying 
out their everyday work tasks. Finally, as we have shown the methodological orientation adopted 
informed by EM and CA with the use of video recordings, provides the necessary tools to carry out 
this  study  of  communication  and  collaboration  in  open  offices.  We  can  examine  details  of 
interaction taking into consideration the ways in which artefacts and technologies accommodate and 
mediate interaction. With this methodological approach we are able to investigate the ways in which 
professionals  deal  with  initiating  talk  which  resonates  with  concepts  of  information  sharing, 
information asymmetries, collaboration which are all elements involving the integrated study of 
workplace and interaction.
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4. Initiations in Open Offices
The settings explored in this thesis include both creative and less creative environments, 
service oriented and less service oriented work domains, such as an architecture firm, an estate 
agency, an administrative office, a renewable energy firm, a programming company, a mechanical & 
electrical company and an investment firm. The research settings explored in this thesis are in many 
ways very diverse in terms of layout, type of work and hierarchies.
To begin with, the settings range in size, some of these offices are small like the administration 
office with four people. Often times in these small offices people carry out their work in silence for 
as long as fifteen, twenty minutes, and then move to initiate talk with one another. While in bigger 
offices, like the renewable energy firm with twenty people, there are fewer moments of complete 
silence.  There  is  usually  always  someone speaking to  someone else,  conversations  are  slightly 
louder, and the issues around initiating talk are linked with the more dynamic nature of this larger 
office setting. That is, in small offices it is easier to speak to someone without having to move at all 
from their desks, we mostly see examples of people initiating talk with someone sitting in front or 
side by side while they are typing on the keyboard or reading a document. While in bigger offices 
people may have to stand and walk over to their colleague’s desks to speak to one another. 
The kinds of jobs in the open offices explored in this thesis are interdependent with the jobs of 
others. Colleagues often share clients and share projects requiring them to integrate their work with 
the work of others, so even when people are doing seemingly ‘individual work’ they can be doing 
work that is ‘collaborative’. Throughout the day collaborative work in all types of offices may be 
carried  out  in  silence,  handling  documents,  writing  emails  and  communicating  through  online 
portals but also speaking to someone else such as making phone calls. 
I  am interested  in  moments  when  colleagues  shift  from work  on  their  desks,  often  with  their 
computers, to talk to one another to discuss tasks that they are undertaking. These moments arise 
because colleagues may have queries, seek advice, may need further information, may want to help, 
or may decide to comment, and suggest ideas. For instance, in the renewable energy firm, these 
shifts  involve  looking  at  maps  together  on  the  screen,  showing  each  other  progress  of  design 
implementations, sharing ideas on how to approach external entities and organising off-site work 
trips. In the estate agency, these shifts arise from asking queries about contracts or clients. In the 
architecture  firm,  colleagues  are  assigned  to  projects  in  pairs,  so  throughout  the  day  they 
communicate regarding their designs. These moments of interaction speak to the core issue in the 
literature of the tension between interruption and knowledge sharing. For the purpose of this study, I 
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refer  to  individual  work  and  collaborative  work  to  differentiate  between  work  in  silence  and 
discussions with others. 
With regard to the settings explored in this thesis, each office has its own set of hierarchies of staff. 
There are different sorts of ‘asymmetries’ in these offices that may vary around experience, status 
role and tenure. For instance, in the renewable energy firm there is a strict division of labour divided 
between  engineers,  project  managers,  installation  managers  and  project  developers  with  high 
knowledge  asymmetries.  Tasks  in  this  setting  are  highly  interdependent,  for  example,  the 
installation manger  cannot  do his  job if  the  engineers  have not  done theirs,  making their  own 
individual work activities rely and depend on their colleagues’ activities. In the real estate agency 
there is a less strict division of labour. Colleagues in this work environment may work for both sales 
and lettings and those working on sales usually have previously worked in lettings so they may 
have expertise that go across both roles. However, they also engage in distinct and independent 
activities. If we take the range of office environments that I am looking at, what is interesting about 
these environments is that clearly there is a kind of division of labour: people do have individual 
responsibilities but the very character of work of these domains, requires of them to integrate their 
activities with others. They need to work together and they might assist one another. Colleagues 
may ask each other for advice on one work case even if they are not working on the same project. 
This is because, for example, some activities carried out in offices like the estate agency and the 
administrative office can be potentially done by someone else in the office. Colleagues may have 
knowledge worth joining conversations occurring around them, to help solve issues that may not 
involve them directly. 
For the purpose of this research study, following Schegloff’s (1992b) ‘paradox of proximateness’ 
there is no need to invoke hierarchy as a driver for action. Schegloff suggests that if structural 
features (gender, ethnicity, power, etc.) are relevant, they will be oriented to by participants in and 
through their conduct, but, if they are not, he questions the warrant that analysts have to invoke 
those  features.  Interestingly,  Curl  and  Drew  (2008)  show  how  requests  that  respond  to  “an 
immediate  physical  need,  problem or  wish  (p.28)  in  face-to-face  encounters,  are  designed  and 
organised in different ways and that in some cases people design requests that display entitlement. 
Furthermore, they reveal, that within both institutional and non-institutional settings “contingency 
emerges as the dimension that underlies entitlements to ask” (Curl and Drew, 2008, p.149), where 
they  define  contingencies  as  “a  displayed  awareness  of,  or  orientation  to,  factors  that  could 
compromise the grantability of a request” (Curl and Drew, 2008, p.149). Similarly, I suggest that 
invitations are designed and organised with regard to local contingencies, some of which might 
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include hierarchy, but when they do, that will be publicly available in the design properties; and 
thus available to sequential analysis. Therefore I will focus on the initiations in the first instance, 
without a prior assumption about the relevance of hierarchy. 
Different forms of initiations of talk arise such as queries,  questions,  or requests.  Sometimes a 
query can be about a work event that co-workers are going to together. Sometimes colleagues have 
urgent questions about a work issues, hindering their work process if they are not addressed quickly. 
Some  of  these  questions  may  be  to  do  with  a  program  they  are  using,  for  instance,  in  the 
architecture firm all employees use AUTO-CAD to carry out their designs so even if they are not 
working on the same project they can help one another, share knowledge, advice and skills. Tasks 
are interdependent also because colleagues in all these research settings, may require advice from 
someone that is more senior or has a higher level of expertise. In the administration office they use 
online portals that they all  have equal access to,  and sometimes colleagues may need help and 
guidance with specific steps. In this setting some colleagues do not have the same experience in 
using certain software, as two of the four people in the office only started working there recently 
and are still under training. Other times a colleague may receive an email from a client or a student 
and they are not sure how to go about it and may initiate talk with their colleague to ask for their 
opinion. In the administrative office, part of their job is to assist students or professors that walk in 
and often times as colleagues are helping ‘outsiders’, co-workers being in co-presence may initiate 
conversation as they may have the resources to help their co-worker help someone else. 
Other times some activities are interdependent because colleagues may share clients, so they may 
need to update each other on common matters, or accomplish work tasks together. For instance in 
the renewable energy firm there are paired engineers working on the same projects, and they may 
initiate conversation to assist one another. In the renewable energy firm, a lot of the work each 
individual does bares upon someone else’s work, that is without the engineers, installation managers 
cannot do their work and without the installation managers, project developer managers cannot do 
their work. In this specific office there is constant interaction coming from all different roles and 
matters are often dealt with by walking to someone’s desk, making this office the most dynamic in 
terms of movement often resulting in having to catch people before they go back to their side of the 
office.
Therefore, this interdependency of tasks is bound up with people, but those people might not always 
be next to you or available. Colleagues may need to catch a colleague and initiate talk before their 
colleague goes and talks to someone else or begins to make a phone call, or leaves the room, as they 
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may not get the chance to speak to them at all that day if they do not initiate conversation in that 
specific moment. In the renewable energy firm for example people take lunch breaks at different 
times, and in both the architecture firm and estate agency people may leave the office to go meet 
with clients.
A common feature of the research settings I am exploring is that people are working in close 
proximity, often side by side, being in constant co-presence. Colleagues at work, as Schegloff and 
Sacks (1973) suggest are part of a ‘continuing state of incipient talk’ (p. 324–326). They claim that: 
“members  of  a  household  in  their  living  room,  employees  who  share  an  office, 
passengers together in an automobile etc.,  — person who could be said to be in a 
“continuing state of incipient talk”…Persons in such a continuing state of incipient 
talk need not begin new segments of conversation with exchanges of greetings, and 
need not close segments with closing sections and terminal exchanges (Schegloff and 
Sacks, 1973, p. 324–326).
The  availability  of  individuals  allows  for  work  conversations  to  emerge  when  needed  without 
having  to  pre-arrange  a  formal  meeting,  or  carry  out  formal  salutations  but  instead  by  simply 
turning around or walking to someone’s desk to speak. Open offices are infused with moments of 
work talk and the following four empirical chapters focus on different types of initiations of these 
work related conversations in open offices between people that are in constant co-presence.
Initiations are therefore a common and significant feature of office work in the focus of my 
study. The specific characteristics of these settings make the discussions colleagues have and the 
initiations  of  these  discussions  interesting,  and  focusing  on  initiation  of  talk  is  relevant  as 
interaction and communication in some office environments are crucial for the accomplishment of 
work tasks as they offer solutions to problems and enable assistance between colleagues. Also, work 
related conversations are sometimes characterised by their brief but also their urgent nature as there 
is something about the nature of work in these settings that seems to set parameters on the kinds of 
discussions that are frequently initiated. So initiating talk is relevant for colleagues in office spaces 
as sometimes they want to share a frustration they are having with their individual work, and they 
may share the progress they are making with a task or announce the beginning of a new one which 
may affect others as there are interdependencies in their work tasks. This makes the examination of 
initiations of talk at work relevant as co-workers may need to rely on each other and stay in contact 
throughout the day. Also, in all these offices there is a potential for distraction as initiating talk 
becomes a genuine break in both their individual work and the work of the other people in the office 
being in constant co-presence. This makes initiating talk a relevant but delicate process to examine, 
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as  we  have  explored  sometimes  speaking  in  work  environments  may be  considered  disruptive 
laying at the core of the debate in the literature between knowledge sharing and interruption. So 
looking  at  initiations  in  open  offices  enables  the  consideration  of  a  wide  range  of  tasks  and 
activities,  while  retaining  a  focus  on  common  interactional  sequences  that  arise  within  these 
widespread organisational spaces.
Before analysing the data, let us map out some of the key aspects of what we know about 
initiations from studies of (i) CA telephone openings, from the (ii) institutional talk program and 
from (iii) workplace studies, setting a platform of comparison to the office settings explored in this 
research study.
Firstly, early work on conversational openings based on telephone conversations suggest 
rules of conversational sequences that can be used for comparison to face-to-face conversations. 
Openings, as Schegloff (1986) points “are compact and interjectionally dense” (p.112) and they take 
distinctive forms. A telephone’s initiating turn is not the first spoken turn but actually it is the ring 
(Schegloff, 1968 p.1076). The ring is the first pair part summons of a two part sequence and the 
next turn is the response (“Hello”). The answer to that summons establishes availability to speak. 
So  for  conversational  exchange  to  occur  between  two  parties,  with  the  use  of  “interactional 
procedures,” one must first establish if the other person is available to “collaborate” (Schegloff, 
1968 p.1089).  In  telephone conversations in  the case of  not  completing the sequence (i.e.,  not 
answering the phone), it suggests the unavailability of at least one party (Schegloff, 1968 p.1089).
In telephone conversations “once a summons has been answered, the summoner may not begin 
another SA sequence” (Schegloff, 1968 p.1082). So what happens after the answer to the summons 
is a replication of the form of address by the caller such as “Hello,” “Hi,” “Ya” and a continuation 
in  the  form of  a  term of  identification  such  as  “my name is”  or  “I  am…“ (Sacks,  1964  p.4; 
Schegloff, 1968, p.1077- 1078). Another alternative continuation “as the caller’s next turn suggest 
another  rule  of  opening  conversations:  the  caller  provides  the  first  ‘topic’  of 
conversation” (Schegloff,  1968, p.1078). So the caller,  even though he/she does not speak first, 
provides the topic of conversation. 
With  regard  to  comparing  telephone  conversations  to  face-to-face  conversations,  Kendon  and 
Ferber’s  (1973)  study  of  face-to-face  outdoor  openings  claims  that,  while  in  telephone 
conversations the first “Hello” is not a greeting, but an answer to a summons, in outdoor face-to-
face openings the first “Hello” is a greeting. Kendon (1990) claims that participants undergo the 
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identification recognition by carrying out  a  distant  “salutation” with a hand gesture and then a 
“close salutation” (p.258). Other CA studies, by Schegloff and Sacks (1973) claim that:
“A simple distinction between face-to-face and telephone interaction will not do. We 
do not yet have any adequate technical account of these notions, which would specify 
the  analytic  dimensions  of  significant  distinction.  A variety  of  intuitive,  plausible 
distinctions do not hold up. It should not be taken, from the text, that whereas face-to-
face  conversation  can  be  either  continuously  sustained  or  have  the  character  of  a 
continuing state of incipient talk,  telephone conversation invariably has the former 
character. That does not appear to be the case. And even if it were, it would be the 
distinction  between  these  two  modes,  rather  than  that  between  face-to-face  and 
telephonic, which would be relevant (Schegloff and Sacks 1973, p. 325–326).”
Secondly, the institutional talk program has explored openings in various different settings 
such as talk radio (Hutchby, 1999), emergency calls (Zimmerman, 1992), courtrooms (Atkinson and 
Drew, 1979), classrooms (McHoul, 1978), news interviews (Greatbatch, 1988; Clayman, 1987) and 
they differ greatly from mundane interaction. 
For instance, telephone openings differ from institutional openings in terms of identification and 
topic establishing specific roles (Hutchby 1999, p.47). While in mundane openings as we observed 
there is a series of opening sequences before establishing identity and topic, in Hutchby’s (1999) 
study in institutional talk on talk radio, he suggests how the work of openings exchanges “provide a 
space in which participants  can align themselves in terms of  given speaker identities  (those of 
‘caller’ and ‘host’) and move into he specific topical agenda of the call” (p.47-48). This is because 
the caller has access to a “switchboard” that already has the information of the caller’s name and 
location (Hutchby 1999, p.47). So institutional talk has already placed participants in their “context-
relevant speak identities” (Hutchby 1999, p.48).
With regard to face-to-face institutional openings, in work settings for example initiations are set by 
these institutional roles. Boden (1994) in her study claims that in a meeting “participants have some 
perceived  (if  not  guaranteed)  role,  have  some  forewarning  (either  longstanding  or  quite 
improvisational) of the event, which has itself a purpose of “reason,” a time, place, in some general 
sense,  an  organisation  function”  (p.84).  The  structure  of  openings  of  meetings  is  lead  by  the 
chairman  being  the  person  with  the  role  of  initiating  talk  and  setting  up  and  controlling  the 
progression of the topic of the meeting, by initiating the shift from informal talk to work talk by 
using transition markers such as “okay” produced in a loud voice (Boden, 1994, p.84-87).
Page  83
In medical consultations, the doctor “typically produces an utterance which begins the topic” of 
conversation, for example “How have you been?” or “What can I do for you?” (Heath, 1986, p.47; 
Heath,  1981).  Social  order  is  achieved  in  medical  settings  through  the  ‘formal  character  of  a 
consultation’ made of sequences of questions and answers with the doctor initiating conversation 
and relying upon the inherent, visible recipiency and availability of the patient (Heath, 1986, p.47). 
In  this  study  Heath  (1986)  also  focuses  on  non-vocal  resources  and  how gestures  and  bodily 
conduct can play a role in initiating talk. For instance, in these medical consultations bodily conduct 
can be a trigger for initiating talk such that a look can “arouse and encourage activity, initiate or 
progress interaction between persons” (Heath, 1986, p.45). 
Thirdly,  workplace studies consider  both the bodily and verbal  aspects  of  initiating talk 
between people that are in each other’s presence, moving from individual to collaborative work. 
Workplace studies consider how objects feature in organisation of talk and collaboration. Data from 
a medical clinic, London underground control room and an architectural firm taken from a research 
on workplace study collaboration, found how “seemingly individual tasks” will shift to “mutually 
focused, real time cooperation” (Luff et al., 1992 p.164). They note how: 
“utilising  a  person’s  orientation  towards  a  screen  or  diagram to  draw  certain 
inferences and coordinate actions and activities, may also facilitate collaboration 
even  when  the  contents  of  the  display  are  not  accessible  to  the  co-
participant” (Luff et al., 1992 p.165). 
In fact, patients are found to coordinate their talk with the doctor’s orientation towards the computer 
screen (Luff et  al.,  1992 p.165).  For instance, “patients attempt to coordinate the initiation and 
delivery of utterances with the keystrokes of the doctor, orienting to potential boundaries within the 
production of the activity with the computer” (Luff et al., 1992 p.165). Also some workplace studies 
show how in these open settings bodily comportment as well as talk are critical to the ways in 
which talk gets initiated (Goodwin and Goodwin 1986; Goodwin 1981; Heath 1992).
Workplace  studies  also  consider  how  people  maintain  awareness  of  one  another  and  monitor 
another’s  work.  They  suggest  that  despite  this  idea  of  seemingly  unproblematic  unplanned 
interaction, participants are acutely sensitive to the involvement of their colleagues in distinct tasks 
in order to design and coordinate entry to talk. Heath et al., (1995) in their study concerned with 
“cooperative work," in a dealing room of an international securities house claims how “initiation of 
mutual  engagement  is  foreshadowed  by  non-vocal  behaviour  through  which  the  participants 
progressively enter into collaboration” (Heath et al., 1995, p.8, 9). 
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They  claim  that  initiation  to  talk  “relies  upon  a  dealer’s  ability  to  monitor  the  action  of  his 
colleagues  and  changes  within  the  local  environment,  even  though  he  may  be  engaged  in  a 
potentially  unrelated  activity”  (Heath  et  al.,  1995  p.13).  They  found  that  people  at  work  are 
sensitive to the moment in which their colleague finishes a specific task to then initiate talk and 
interrupt, so a dealer successfully initiates an utterance by “coordinating collaboration with activity 
completion” (Heath et al., 1995, p.5, 6, 8). By initiating talk “at a potential boundary point” scholars 
believe that “the integrity of the activities” are preserved, a potential interruption is avoided, but 
more importantly by initiating talk at the end of the activity the person may be more willing to 
engage in something else rather than in the middle of it (Heath et al., 1995, p.5-6). 
This is particularly relevant to open office interaction when people are constantly shifting from 
individual work to collaborative work, and where people are expected to speak to one another. With 
these studies we begin to appreciate the delicacies involve in utterance placement, bringing to light 
a moral potential for rudeness with regard to initiating talk. Brun-Cottan et al., (1991) explored talk 
in  the  workplace  and  Suchman  (1997)  looked  at  “structures  of  participation”,  and  they  both 
observed  how  “people  orient  to  the  possibility  that  they  or  their  co-workers  may  initiate  an 
interaction at any time without any marked pre-announcement or inquiry into the others’ availability 
for that  talk” bringing forward this  element of potential  un-preannounced interaction (Suchman 
1997, p.14). For instance, in dealing rooms Heath et al., (1995) claim that “people are reluctant to 
interrupt because it is difficult to see availability of a colleague (Heath et al., 1995 p.4). Hence, the 
“relative inaccessibility” combined with the inability to access the relative importance of the task 
that  the  colleague is  undertaking,  results  in  the  participants  being sensitive  to  the  initiation  of 
“collaboration” (Heath et al., 1995 p.4).
These studies provide material for comparative analysis. This research study will compare 
and contrast instances of incipient talk in office spaces to both openings characterised in early work 
in CA (Sacks 1964, 1992a, 1992b; Schegloff 1968) and institutional talk. CA findings on openings 
introduced issues that are relevant to face-to-face interaction considering ways in which summons, 
the topic of conversation and issues around availability are dealt within telephone openings and how 
they stand in contrast with institutional talk.
While workplace studies bring forward relevant issues about initiations with regard to utterance 
placement and utterance design, they touch upon all these issues as part of their studies but they are 
not  primarily  concerned  with  initiation.  These  studies  have  never  been  set  up  in  terms  of 
conversational openings. Also, openings have not been extensively explored within this contextual 
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setting. The limited research on open office settings help us build a case for the detailed study of 
interactional practices as there is no evidence for the details of initiations and the interdependencies 
of individual and collaborative work in this setting. 
The four empirical chapters in this thesis will build on these studies by examining initiations 
in particular and refine our understanding of these issues of ‘monitoring’ and ‘awareness’ in relation 
to these specific kinds of conversational openings in office environments. Not only am I interested 
in initiations in terms of utterance design, but I am also interested in the “spark” of a conversation 
that  is  in  itself  an interruption part  of  a  context  that  is  characterised by a  context  of  previous 
engagements.  The  studies  begin  to  consider  how  initiating  conversations  create  significant 
interactional demands but we do not know what really happens in terms of these initiations in a 
different workplace setting. Therefore this study will focus on initiations because it is a topic in 
need for further research which has not been explored in detail in open office environments. 
There  is  a  need to  unpack the  practices  that  go  into  initiating  talk  with  the  aim to  refine our 
understanding of interaction, communication and the movement between individual to collaborative 
work. All four empirical chapters of this thesis focus on initiation of talk amongst people in open 
office environments who are in each other’s presence exploring how key issues in the literature on 
initiations explored in previous chapters are attended to, managed and designed by professionals in 
real-time work practice. Each of the four following chapters considers different forms of initiation 
and look at four ways in which initiations emerge in the open office:
• when colleagues are sitting side by side carrying out their individual tasks in silence and one 
colleague initiates conversation
• instances of initiating talk with someone who is nearby but engaged in another conversation
• instances of joining a conversation to assist a colleague
• instances of outlouds and how they are treated by co-participants
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5. Initiating Talk at Work: Managing Queries 
5.1 Introduction 
Co-workers are not always completely available, often people are typing on the keyboard, 
writing, reading and doing the kind of work that does not make them completely unavailable like 
being on the phone or speaking to someone else, and a question from someone may arise during the 
course of that work. This chapter will begin to consider some of these moments of interaction, 
usually  involving someone asking someone else  for  help or  advice.  For  instance,  the fragment 
below features an initiation of  talk in an investment  firm where Karen is  flipping through and 
reading paper documents and her colleague Carla is looking down on her desk reading a document, 
and at some point Karen calls Carla and asks her to do something.
Example 1. Investment Firm.
1. Karen: Ca:^rla: 	  
2. Carla: u:h^      
3. Karen: thi:s this fax from Do^minique (.02) save this document (0.1) and 
4.        sent you one (0.02) ca you tr:y a:nd am:: (0.1)convert it into 
5.        aski(1.0)please(1.0)and put it on a floppy (2.0)its got a its got 
6.        all information there tha: its got it all there if you (0.1) re^:ad 
7.        it i: its given the reference (1.0) on the next page 
The second example below from the same investment firm features two participants working on 
their own separate individual tasks; Natalie is working on some papers and Amie is working on her 
computer and while she is still looking at her computer she engages in conversation with Natalie 
and Natalie gives her an upright commitment in terms of gaze.
Example 2. Investment Firm.
1. Amie:    You know what I^: think the fix exchange rates did they come 
2.          through with the fifth pay rolls 
3. Natalie: I do:ubt it   
This  chapter  will  focus  on these  moments  of  interaction when colleagues  who are  engaged in 
individual  tasks  move  into  focused  interaction,  usually  this  involves  one  person  initiating  a 
discussion by asking for help or seeking information, and we will begin to consider issues around 
how one may warrant their claim on someone else’s time and assistance. This chapter will set a 
framework of interests for the subsequent three other empirical chapters focusing on instances of 
initiations. Given the constraints we touched upon in the previous chapter involving initiations with 
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people undertaking ongoing co-present activities,  this chapter considers how these initiations at 
work are timed, designed, how are they positioned and treated by colleagues. This chapter will look 
at the bodily conduct, both verbal and non-verbal, involved in these shifts from individual work to 
collaborative work.
5.2 Pre-Initiation: Assessing Availability  
As many studies shave shown the work of initiation often begins before talk begins. The 
open office is no different. When unpacking the sequential organisation of initiating talk at work the 
first dimension that emerges considers the work prior to the verbal initiation. This deals with issues 
around assessing someone’s availability when having limited access to what the colleague is doing 
or at times having no access at all. In this section we will explore if there is an evident change 
within the current activity of the participant, looking at the ways in which one may portray himself/
herself as available to engage, and how these changes could sequentially implicate the respondent to 
intervene. 
Different instances of pre-initiation will be explored from different open office settings. Essentially 
the physical re-positioning and visible off-task actions of participants may at times lead the initiator 
to assess what the colleague is  doing,  in order to detect  the most opportune time to intervene. 
Nevertheless, the extent to which someone may monitor the other varies depending on where the 
colleague is situated with respect to the initiator. In the range of office settings explored people have 
different allocated seating arrangements, some may be sitting side by side and some may be back to 
back,  providing  an  understanding  of  the  different  types  of  spatial  organisations  and  spatial 
relationships and how they may affect the ways in which someone initiates conversation.
The images in the next page are all shots that were taken moments before a verbal initiation (see 
Figure 1 in the next page). People’s individual work in these settings is often based on computer 
screens  and  these  images  show  that  people  often  times  are  on  their  computer  screens  before 
intervening. They are working on activities that others have variable access to see or hear, based on 
their spatial location they may have limited access to their screens, keyboard use and mouse use. 
These people are using key boards, and systems, and a lot of these “pre-initiations” are about people 
demonstrating an orientation to another’s ongoing activity. The ways in which they are reading or 
making sense of that activity is through the asymmetrical, and partial sense of what the person is 
doing with their computer.
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Figure 1. Images of different organisation of space, moments before initiation.
Let us begin by analysing a first instance taken from the estate agency setting where it looks 
like someone out of the blue initiates a kind of question, which seems to be related to something 
they have talked about before. The estate agent given the pseudonym Paolo is specialised in sales 
and is more senior than his colleague Wendy, who is specialised in lettings. The fragment begins 
with both participants working on separate individual tasks, Paolo in silence, while Wendy has just 
finished speaking on the phone with a client (duration of phone call approximately ten minutes) 
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Image 3. Investment Firm                         Image 4. Estate Agency 
Image 5. Administrative Office         Image 6. Administrative Office 
Image 1. Estate Agency           Image 2. Estate Agency 
regarding a property where she will be required to change contract format. After hanging up the 
phone she begins typing on the computer  and moments later  initiates  conversation with Paolo, 
inquiring about the exchange of an eighteen-month contract to a twelve-month contract, which is 
potentially linked to the issue of higher fees. 
Fragment 1. Estate Agency
1. Wendy: >>Thee only thing with this Paolo:^>> (.)  
2.        is if:^ (.)they had^ (0.2) an eighteen month  
3.        (.) >°prope(rty)tenancy°>(0.1) with (.)ah::  
4.        ah:m (.) >rent review at the twelfth month>  
5.        (2.0) 
6. Paolo: Who:se this^ fo:r ↓ 
The verbal transcript shows how Wendy approaches the interruption in a delicate manner by taking 
small pauses and trying to attend to something both participants would have in common (line 1-4). 
However interestingly it  fails to achieve this intention, as her colleague responds by asking for 
clarification (line 6).
With regard to bodily conduct, actually, there is pre-work that goes on immediately prior to the 
initiation.  Paolo  stops  typing  and  places  his  hand  on  his  nose  breaking  the  continuity  of  his 
individual activity, displaying potential off task behaviour. This action places a sequential demand 
and invitation on Wendy to theoretically intervene anytime during this period of time (see Figure 2 
below).
   
The two colleagues are conducting ongoing co-present activities before speaking to one another: 
Wendy is currently reading something off the computer and moving the mouse with the right hand 
and Paolo is also gazing at the computer holding the mouse with his right hand (see Figure 3 in the 
next page).
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Figure 2. Illustration of Paolo’s change in availability.            
Paolo’s Typing:               !!!!!!!
Timeline:- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,
Available state:                                                         "                     "




         W                      P
All participants carrying out 
their individual tasks in silence 
on their computers. 
This instance begins to reveal the key elements of assessing availability,  reflecting on different 
resources  available  to  make  the  decision  to  initiate  talk.  Paolo’s  activity  progress  is  a  visible 
resource available to Wendy due to their physical proximity. Paolo reveals a change in the quality of 
his current activity, with a series of actions visibly identifiable such as: discontinuing typing on the 
keyboard and visibly moving away from one of the focal work related artefacts he is using (the 
keyboard). He adopts a rest position, exemplified by his detachment: retraction of his hand from the 
keyboard and by displaying contemplation characterised by him placing his hand on his nose and 
scratching it. This gesture is in conjunction with the slight upward and downward movement of his 
head while gazing at the computer. He then lifts the mouse and slowly realigns to his previous 
activity by placing his fingers slowly back on the artefact.
Wendy’s activity is characterised by a computer-focused operational state, which she reaches after 
she has retracted her left hand, adjusted her watch and placed both hands on the keyboard. Wendy 
initiates talk in conjunction with both Paolo’s change in the quality of his activity and her beginning 
a  separate  activity.  She  takes  a  bold  exaggerated  “hit”  on  the  “enter”  button  on  the  keyboard 
announcing the end of her task and the beginning of a new one by beginning to speak “<<thee”. 
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   Figure 3. Paolo’s change in the quality of activity, and Wendy’s pre- initiation bodily comportment. 
        Wendy     Paolo                     Wendy    Paolo                     Wendy      Paolo                      Wendy       Paolo
   
                      ⬇ Left hand on keyboard                    ⬇ Retract left hand to nose      ⬇ State of contemplation     
   ⬇ Hands typing                  ⬇ Right hand on mouse/rest position ⬇ Slight lifting of the mouse ⬇ Right hand mouse                
  ⬇ Gazing at computer                                                            realignment                   
   - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -    
  P: !!!!!!!                                       
  - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,      
 W:               ! >>thee                                                
- - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -                            
 ⬆Gazing at computer      
⬆Right hand on mouse/ rest position                                                                                                    ⬆ Hands on key board
               ⬆Left hand moving down  ⬆Left hand lower                            ⬆Retract left hand/adjust watch   ⬆ Computer Operational       
           /Frown
When looking at the instance it looks as though Paolo had been sensitive to her shifting around, 
shaking her watch, and she is sensitive to the fact that he is already sensitive to her. They have done 
something that somehow seems to be potentially responsive, which allows for the identification of 
the appropriate time to intervene and indeed his availability. We see how colleagues do not just out 
of the blue initiate conversation, they do not just rely on what studies refer to as “context of re-
engagement” (Sacks 1964, Szymanski, 1999), but they assess the availability by being sensitive to 
the subtle changes of the progress of their work, rendered visible by the close proximity of the 
participants.
Another instance which takes into consideration the delicate process of initiating talk with a 
colleague who is undertaking an individual task, is a fragment taken from the administrative office. 
The two participants involved are Liz (pseudonym), the senior manager in charge of managing post-
graduates and Dores (pseudonym), the administrative assistant who is in charge of undergraduates 
and other managerial tasks that include post-graduates too. Dores has recently started working in 
this office (six months ago). The two participants have not spoken to each other for over an hour 
now, and they have not spoken about the topic of students abroad that day. For the last twenty 
minutes all of the employees in the office have been carrying out their own individual work in 
silence. Dores then initiates talk with Liz asking her about what other detailed information about a 
course she may send to a student abroad other than the handbook. The turn is as follows:
Fragment 2: Administrative Office
1. Dores:  °Lee::↑z°^ 
2. Liz:    ((hmh)) 
3. Dores:   I: got an email (.) from (.) a:y (.)  
4.          po:ntential >study abroad student> (0.1) a:m:  
5.          (2.0) from Oakland wanting to do:: the autumn  
6.          one >so beginning of next term> = 
7. Liz:     = >yea>  
This fragment deals with initiating talk with a colleague who is carrying out her own individual 
work on the computer screen (Dores to Liz) and is not placed directly in front of the initiator but 
slightly to the right and back, with no access to her colleague’s computer screen. The only visible 
access is Liz’s front view if Dores turns her head to the right. We have explored in the previous 
fragment the work that goes on prior to initiating talk, and this fragment sheds light on other similar 
resources available in assessing availability that may trigger interaction.
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Similarly to the previous instance examined, the moment of initialing talk is carried out in delicate 
manner. In this instance the initiator (Dores) turns around slowly towards her colleague (Liz) and 
whispers her name with an upward intonation, seven-seconds after the participant’s both aural and 
visible display of change in the quality of her activity. Liz does this by lifting her mouse slightly 
upward making noise, which may indicate her potential availability (see Figure 4 below).
Again, similarly to the previous instance, it  is about creating an environment for interaction by 
assessing the availability of the colleague and identifying the opportune moment to interact. This is 
accomplished by being sensitive towards and assessing the slight changes of modes of participation 
in the individual activity that a participant is carrying out. However, there are some differences that 
arise in comparison to the previous fragment, due to the different positioning of the individuals and 
that are unique to this fragment.
One available resource for Dores is Liz’s mouse activity prior to the initiation of talk, which plays 
an important role in portraying a possible availability state, especially given that Dores has limited 
access to Liz’s visible working state (see Figure 4 above). The timeline helps provide a sense of the 
quickness involved in these slight changes of movements. As we can see from Image i. in Figure 5, 
in the seconds prior to Liz’s change in quality of activity Dores is carrying out her own individual 
work: she has her right hand placed on the mouse, with her gaze fixed on the computer screen, 
while her left hand is resting mid-air holding a pen. 
Liz is also carrying out her own individual task, with her computer-focused operational state. Liz’s 
left elbow is placed on the desk and she is leaning her chin on her fist, gazing straight ahead on the 
computer screen,  while her right  hand is  placed on the mouse.  When comparing both of  these 
physical alignments, Dores’s position may suggest a slightly less focused orientation as the pen held 
mid-air which she is slowly moving in her hand and her foot resting on the chair, shaking fast may 
suggest a break in the activity. Liz indeed appears more committed to her individual activity with 
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Figure 4. Illustration of Liz’s available state. 
Timeline: 
- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,
Liz’s Mouse activity:
       Still-Still-Lifts-Still-Slide-Still-Still-Click-Lift-Lift
Available state:
Liz’ change in 
quality of activity
Dores Intervenes
her head resting on the hand still. Dores is therefore not completely engaged in her own individual 
task, suggesting the availability to monitor her colleague’s movements. 
Liz lifting the mouse making a perceptible noise (second 3 Image ii) is an aural resource displaying 
a definite change of the mode of participation of her individual activity. Dores treats this off-task 
behaviour as a moment for her to prepare for initiation and retracts herself from her own individual 
work, making a bolder movement with her pen held mid-air and squints her nose slightly.
Dores’s actions suggest the preparation to speak coupled with Liz’s further change in quality of her 
activity, as soon as Liz clicks on the mouse (second 8 Image iii Figure 5) Dores closes the tap of her 
pen loudly and firmly, and begins to turn her body towards Liz, displaying the beginning of a new 
activity. When Liz lifts her mouse once again and lifts her head from the resting position displaying 
a potential break in her activity, Dores treats this as the opportune time to initiate talk “Lee:.”(see 
Figure 5 above).
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      ⬇ Left hand on chin                                Lifts head slightly             Lifts head completely           
   ⬇ Right hand on mouse                          Lifts mouse        Slides mouse                           Clicks mouse   Lifts mouse
   ⬇ Gazing at computer         
    - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - -       
  L:                
  - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,                
  D:                                                             °Lee    
  - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - -                                      
  ⬆Gazing at computer                    
   ⬆Right hand on mouse                      ⬆ Scrolls down on mouse                                  Closes pen                                                         
   ⬆Left hand holding pen                    ⬆Left hand moves pen                                     Turns chair to the right      
                                                               ⬆ Squints her nose                                                                        Joins both hands  
                                      
Figure 5. Illustration of Liz’s change in the quality of activity, and Dores’ pre- initiation bodily comportment. 
               Dores                       Liz                  Dores    Liz                      Dores                    Liz
  
This instance shows the delicacy in creating an environment for interaction to take place, and the 
use of the resources available to assess the availability of a colleague.  In a situation when the 
participant has limited visibility of the colleague’s current activity and none at all of her computer 
screen, one must rely on both the aural and visible subtle off-task behaviours from the participant. 
Interestingly, the initiation to talk is not carried out at the first signs of off task behaviour but after a 
few, whereby more delicately and unobtrusively approaching the colleague, thus introducing the 
different qualities involved in assessing availability. It would have placed a severe obligation for Liz 
to turn towards the colleague straight away if Dores had turned straight towards Liz and initiated 
talk after the first lift of the mouse, while as we explored it was not as obtrusively organised.
So in the first two fragments it is about being able to watch what someone is doing, and 
make sense of someone’s current activity, while in the next fragment explored we will examine 
which resources one draws on to assess availability when the colleague has no visual access of the 
colleague they wish to speak to. 
This next instance comes from the same administrative office. The two participants involved in the 
fragment have been given pseudonyms. Both Pam and Bill are in charge of postgraduate students 
and Bill is in the process of training Pam as she recently started working. They had spoken fifteen 
minutes prior to this interaction about another topic regarding winning graduate prizes, and ten 
minutes prior to the interaction that will be analysed a student had entered the office to speak to Bill 
about a signature she needed. Bill then followed the student outside the office and then re-entered 
the room and after one minute of silence and individual work Pam engages in conversation with 
Bill. The turn is as follows: 
Fragment 3. Administrative Office
1. Pam:  a:: (0.1) Bi:ll  
2. Bill: yes!  
3. Pam:  do: you: know: to: move a folder from one  
4.       section to another section on:in weats  
5.       [can you do that from one question    
6. Bill: [a:h (.) co:z yea you: ca:n(.) but (.) a:m 
This  fragment  deals  with  initiating  conversation  between colleagues  in  an  open office  that  are 
neither sitting side by side (as Fragment 1), nor sitting in front of each other (Fragment 2) but 
positioned back to back, therefore having to rely on no immediate visual resources to assess the 
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availability of the colleague. This results in having to rely on other available resources to initiate 
talk and still delicately avoiding forceful obligations.
What we find in this instance is a more obvious assessment of the participant’s availability. Pam 
turns towards Bill following some clicking and an in-breath, that is available to her aurally due to 
their proximity. She turns with her swivel chair to see him and then initiates talk. There is no visual 
available  resources  of  clear  off  task  behaviour,  as  Pam has  no  visual  access  to  Bill,  the  only 
available resource is an aural one. Bill’s loud in-breath even though does not qualify as an off-task 
behaviour,  is  treated  as  some  sort  of  audible  change  in  his  individual  work.  The  moment  of 
interaction is shown below in Figure 6.
As  shown  in  Figure  7  in  the  next  page,  eight-seconds  prior  to  the  verbal  interaction,  both 
participants are undertaking their own individual tasks on tier computers. Bill has his right hand 
firm on the mouse while his left hand is placed on his nose and Pam has been still and focused on 
the same page on her screen for 15 seconds (the WEATS software) without clicking or moving 
anything on the screen. Bill then wipes his hand on his nose and mouth, he puts his left hand down, 
while at the same time opening a new window on the computer screen clicking with his right hand 
on the mouse and then inhales loudly, after the loud breath he realigns to a working state of activity 
with both hands down. This loud breath reveals a change in quality of activity from his part and it is 
loud enough for Pam to hear given the small size and their proximity in sitting back to back.
Half of a second after the in-breath Pam begins to lean back on her chair and turns to the left 
towards Bill. She makes this movement delicately and slowly making use of the swivel chair that 
makes no particular noise. She is still holding on to the mouse as she is turning towards him, not 
completely  disengaging  with  her  own  work.  This  suggests  that  she  is  indeed  assessing  her 
colleague’s current activity and in case that she does not believe it is the opportune time to intervene 
she can always silently go back to carrying out her own individual work. She turns her head towards 
his screen and looks, and then initiates the turn by first exhaling “a::” and then calling out his 
name in an upward tone (see Figure 7, on the next page).
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Figure 6. Pam’s access to her colleague’s working physical condition.           
Bill is Clicking: !!!!!!








Bill’s change in the 
quality of activity: 
loud in-breath
Therefore, pre-initiation reveals a rather significant process of physical orientation in order to assess 
the colleague’s progress of work and availability. In this instance the opportune time cannot be 
characterised by the recognition of off-task behaviour like in the first two instances, due to the lack 
of visibility and there is no  evidence of a common awareness of each other; instead the opportune 
time is assessed and achieved solely by the initiator. This fragment shows a much more complex 
approach to initiating talk and it reveals the importance of delicately establishing visible contact 
with the colleague’s screen before intervening to assess the availability. 
5.3 Legitimising Entry Into Talk 
Legitimising entry to talk is firstly achieved by assessing the availability of the colleagues, 
making use of both visible and aural resources, in this section we will explore how entry to talk is 
legitimised within the initiating turn. A common feature of these openings is that these are queries, 
they are instances in which someone else in the domain has some kind of expertise that could 
potentially  resolve  that  query.  Individuals  initiating  conversations  want  the  other  person  to 
essentially stop doing their individual work and assist them. In some cases it might be that they 
want them to get up and walk over, turn around and look towards them, or in other cases simply to 
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Figure 7. Bill’s change in the quality of activity, and Pam’s pre- initiation bodily comportment. 
               Bill   Pam Bill Pam                        Bill                 Pam
  
      ⬇ Left hand on mouse and nose                 Wipes hand and nose                                       Left hand rests on table                
   ⬇ Right hand on mouse                              Clicks mouse                                                  Inhales loudly                         
  ⬇ Gazing at computer                                                
    - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - -       
  B:                                                
  - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,  
  P:                       a::                                                
  - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -,..______________                             
  ⬆Gazing at computer                                         Turns to look at Bill             
   ⬆Right hand on mouse                             Turns chair to the left          Speaks                                                                                                       
  ⬆Left hand on keyboard                 Leans back                                          
look at their screens. So there might be some differences in the way in which one legitimises entry 
into  talk  depending  on  the  requirement  and  physical  positioning  but  in  none  of  the  instances 
explored participants say “hey look towards me” or “come here please”. In this section we will 
explore the different approaches and techniques used to secure this kind of recipiency and manage 
problem solving, by exploring issues of legitimisation.
Let us begin with exploring how the initiation turn is designed to legitimise entry into talk in 
Fragment 2 below, when both participants are carrying out their individual work and one of the 
colleagues inquires a colleague with regard to how to deal with a student’s email.
Fragment 2: Administrative Office
1. Dores: °Lee::↑z°^ 
2. Liz:   >hmh> 
3. Dores: I: got an email (.) from (.) a:y (.) 
4.        po:ntential >study abroad student> (0.1) 
5.        a:m: (2.0) from Oakland wanting to do:: the 
6.        autumn one >so beginning of next term> = 
7. Liz:   = >yea>  
When looking at the design of the utterance used to approach the colleague, some initial curiosities 
emerge such as the use of calling her name before initiating the talk and the tentative emergence of 
the question designed more as a story telling rather than an actual question, as well as the presence 
of many pauses and the slow enunciation of specific words.
Firstly, Dores legitimises entry into talk with a summons “°Lee::↑z°^” with an upward 
intonation, responded to with “>hmh>”. Calling out her name places a verbal obligation to respond, 
CA literature on summons by Schegloff (1968) dictates that “summons items may have a distinctive 
rising terminal juncture, a raising of the voice pitch in a quasi-interrogative fashion” (Schegloff, 
1968,  p.1081).  This secures preliminary commitment,  which compares to Sacks’ (1974) studies 
carried out on children’s way of saying “you know what?” to get expression of interest to then 
respond “what?”, grabbing the attention of the recipient to then introduce the topic. In this case 
calling out her name grabs the attention of the participant securing an answer. In this instance we 
see how the topic and query is withheld by firstly carrying out a summons. 
Secondly, another way of legitimising entry into talk is to preserve the obligation to reciprocate 
gaze straight away. That is, Dores’ gaze is directed toward her computer screen in the moment she 
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begins to utter the summons “°Le::↑z°” and then turns to looking at Liz at completion of the 
utterance, and then back to her own computer screen as soon as Liz responds to the summons (see 
Figure 8 below). This emphasises the influential role that gaze plays on the participant’s obligations 
as Liz does not reciprocate the look immediately but only orally responds.
Thirdly, the initiator legitimised entry to talk by alluding to the problematic nature of the 
issue by narrating the situation and never truly asking the question. As shown in the transcript the 
topic of conversation is withheld until after the response to the summons. It is introduced on line 3 
with a combination of the use of  pauses and extensions “I: got an email (.) from (.) 
a:y (.) po:ntential >study abroad student> (0.1) a:m: (2.0) from Oakland 
wanting to do:: the autumn  one >so beginning of next term> =”. She  designs 
the  turn  so  it  draws the  participant  into  a  story,  as  the  tentative  emergence  of  the  question  is 
designed more as a story telling rather than an actual question with the presence of many pauses and 
the  slow  enunciation  of  words.  This  results  in  the  participant  responding  by  alluding  to  the 
understanding of the story itself but not necessarily to the question, as there is an absence of the 
question in the utterance produced (see the response on line 7 of “>yea>”). So the participant sets 
up the problematic nature of the issue, turning it  into story telling, making use of the tentative 
emergence of the question to ensure recipiency.
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Figure 8. Dores’s gaze orientation towards and away from participant. 
               Dores                       Liz                     Dores        Liz                      Dores                          Liz
  
       Hands holding pen                                            
    Gazing at computer                                    Turn to Liz   Turn to Computer                         
      - - - - - - - - ......——————,,, - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - -       
 D:            °L e  e : ↑z°          I:  got an email (.) from (.) a:y (.) 
      - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,-- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - -             
L:                   >hmh>                                                                            
    - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -        
    ⬆Gazing at computer                           
     ⬆Right hand on mouse                                                                            
         ⬆Left hand elevated                                                                                                                  
Lastly, a common practice used in these instances to ensure recipiency and legitimise entry 
to talk is to topicalise the question by indicating its origin. We notice that as soon as Liz responds to 
the summons with “hmm," Dores looks at her own computer screen, and then turns back to Liz, and 
as soon as Liz reciprocates the look Dores turns back to looking at her computer screen while she 
continues to formulate the utterance (see Figure 9 below). One may think that it  is unusual for 
Dores not to want to maintain eye contact. However, this way she is localising the issue; displaying 
the  location  of  where  the  information  is  coming  from,  she  speaks  about  an  email  and  she  is 
presumably reading off the screen the relevant information in order to formulate her question.
In Fragment 3 illustrated below we notice similar qualities of legitimising entry into talk to 
the previous instance explored, such as the slow emergence of the question, the presence of pauses 
and the general delicacy in moving towards achieving focused-interaction.
Fragment 3. Administrative Office
1. Pam:  a:: (0.1) Bi:ll  
2. Bill: yes! 
3. Pam:  do: you: know: to: move a folder from one 
4.       section to another section on:in weats 
5.       [can you do that from one question    
6. Bill: [a:h (.) co:z yea you: ca:n(.) but (.) a:m 
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Figure 9. Dores topicalising the issue and ensuring recipiency by looking at the computer.  
          Dores                       Liz                       Dores       Liz                      Dores                         Liz
  
                    Hands holding pen                                           
    Gazing at computer                                                                     Turn to Liz         Turn to Computer        
       - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - — - -. . . . .———,,, - - - - -  - - --  
 D:I: got an email   from   a:y    po:ntential >study abroad student>    a:m: (2.0) from Oakland wanting       
      - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - -,    
L:- - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - -. . . ̶̶̶̶ - - -  - - - -                                    
     ⬆Gazing at computer    ⬆Turn to Dores   
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Firstly,  in  this  instance  like  the  previous  one  the  initiator  legitimises  entry  to  talk  by 
delivering a summons. Unlike the previous instance the summons “Bi:ll” is anticipated by an 
extended “a::” and a tenth of a second pause. This summons delivered with an upward intonation 
placing  an  obligation  on  the  colleague  to  produce  an  upright  response  “yes!”.  Bill  responds 
straight away and slightly moves his head towards the right as he is  still  engaging in his own 
individual activity. His response is quick, loud and rather upbeat, this dramatic response displays his 
availability due to the limited visible resources as they are positioned back to back (see Image i of 
Figure 10 below).
In the previous instance we saw how speaking first places less obligation on the other colleague to 
reciprocate the gaze straight away, rather than turning around first and then speaking. While in this 
instance,  due to the physical  positioning of the participants,  and lack of visibility to assess his 
availability we explored in the pre-initiation how the initiator turns towards the colleague before 
speaking  instead.  Similarly  to  the  previous  instance  the  response  to  the  summons  is  delivered 
without reciprocating gaze with the initiator. Speaking after she has turned around is an important 
element of this approach to interaction because this way her voice is projected directly towards the 
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 Figure 10. Pam’s summons Bill’s upright response.
              Bill   Pam Bill            Pam                                     Bill            Pam 
i          ii                             iii 
          Left hand on keyboard                  Left hand retracted              
Right hand on keyboard                  Right hand on keyboard                                 Both hands on key board typing  
Head turned to the right                   Turn Head computer                                    Look at keyboard       
  ———————————————————————,,— -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - -         
 B:          yes!                
  - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - -     
P:   a::     Bi:ll    do: you: know: to: move a folder from one section                                                     
  - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - - - -                            
      ⬆Gazing at Bill                                                     
               Lifts right arm             Rests both hands on lap                    Both hands mid hair                                                                                                         
   Left hand on lap            Move chair towards Bill                   Turns chair outwards                                   
                                                
                                                                   
participant and it  is  louder and he may be sensitive to recognising that  she has turned around, 
placing an obligation on him not only to respond but to eventually reciprocate the turn and gaze. 
What is interesting is that in not all instances collected from these two specific colleagues sitting 
back to back, they turn to each other to speak. This suggests that the commitment required by the 
colleague may vary and it is displayed in the design and orientation of the initiation turn. Let us take 
one of these instances for the purpose of comparison, in the same office involving the same two 
participants,  when  they  carry  out  a  conversation  without  turning  around  throughout  the  whole 
conversation.  As  figure  11  shows  below,  the  type  of  conversation  does  not  require  a  focused 
interaction whereby the need for face-to-face adjustment is not necessary.
In the instance illustrated above, Bill calls out Pam without turning around and without placing an 
obligation on her to reciprocate the turn. She replies with a quick and upbeat “yes” while still 
looking at her own computer screen and then Bill begins to formulate the question also still oriented 
towards his own computer screen (see Figure 11 above). This suggests how direction of voice plays 
a role in shaping the interaction and displaying the sort of commitment required. Therefore, going 
back to the original Fragment 3 in this instance Pam does not necessarily need to turn around to 
engage  in  a  conversation,  but  she  does  settings  a  requirement  of  face-to-face  interaction  and 
collaborative focused engagement.
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Figure 11. Illustration of same participants initiating talk without turning around completely.
                           Bill   Pam Bill            Pam                                                                                                                              
                 ⬇ Gazing at computer                     
   - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -          
B:    Hmm:    Pam↓               there is a um:      
  - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - -  
P:                yes↑              
 - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  -                                 
  ⬆Gazing at computer                                          
Legitimising  entry  to  talk  is  therefore  also  about  displaying  the  kind  of  commitment 
required, this is done not only by turning around but by completely disengaging with your own 
activity. Pam begins to separate herself from her own individual work, indicating that she is ready to 
engage fully in conversation. The moment in which Bill responds to the summons, she begins to lift 
her right hand from the mouse and starts orienting towards the participant (see Figure 10 on p.101).
This instance brings forward the use of the swivel chair to legitimise entry to talk and establish 
focused interaction. In the first part of the question “do: you: know: to:” she pushes her chair 
slightly towards him away from her screen and turns slightly to the left. Physically moving closer to 
him indicates a desire to reduce the space between them in order to fully engage in conversation, 
making use of the swivel chair to demand his attention and set up the nature of the interaction.
Lastly, unlike the previous instance, here the query is not withheld and Pam legitimises entry to talk 
by alluding to the knowledge he may have avoiding to mention the programme she is referring to 
straight  away  and  introducing  a  desire  to  answer  “do: you: know: to:”.  The  use  of  the 
personal pronoun “you” puts Bill on the spot, placing an obligation on him to listen to what he is 
challenged to be knowledgeable about. In the next part of the inquiry “move a folder from 
one section to another,”she slightly reduces the speed of talk, making use of the gesture to 
animate the verb “move” placing both hands together in the air and moving them (see Image iii in 
Figure 10, p.101). This way she may be attempting to create an invitation for him to talk, ensuring 
recipiency.  The word choice “folder” is rather vague, which places an obligation on Bill to regard it 
as a virtual folder on the computer not a paper folder. Therefore, she attempts to create another 
puzzling feature in the utterance in order to encourage him to listen and try to detect the type of 
folder she means, and eventually reach a collaborative interaction, resulting in Bill moving his chair 
next to her and show her how to move the folder, resolving her issue.
Legitimising entry to talk works differently for Fragment 1. As illustrated in the transcript 
on the next page, some initial curiosities emerge such as the tentative emergence of the question, 
and the small pauses after certain words. Also, similarly to Fragment 2 the query is not exactly 
formulated, it starts with an  “if and then” type of question, however not actually projected on the 
onset. Other inquisitive features that emerge from looking at the transcript are, why is there no 
summons? Why is the participant being ambiguous about the query by using the demonstrative 
pronoun “this”? And why does she pause in the middle of her formulating the question?
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Fragment 1. Estate Agency
1. Wendy: >>Thee only thing with this Paolo:^>> (.)  
2.        is if:^ (.)they  had^ (0.2) an eighteen month  
3.        (.) >°prope(rty)tenancy°>(0.1) with (.)ah::  
4.        ah:m (.) >rent review at the twelfth month>  
5.        (2.0) 
6. Paolo: Who:se this^ fo:r ↓ 
Firstly, this instance unlike the previous two fragments is more explicit and does not involve 
any summons. However, Wendy does not go straight into the query either, she first delivers a sort of 
statement prefiguring the question with “>>Thee only thing with this Paolo:^>> (.)” 
followed by a slight pause. The participant legitimises entry to talk by delivering a pre-query which 
alludes to the quickness of the interaction. This utterance is designed to justify the interruption, by 
suggesting that the inquiry will not take long with “only thing”; stressing on the fact that she 
only has a doubt about one part of the issue, whereby legitimising entry to talk by undermining the 
potentially long interaction. So unlike CA studies (Schegloff, 1968; Heath 1986; see Chapter 4), 
Wendy withholds the topic and does not immediately start with the topical component of the query 
“if ^(.) they had^(0.2) an eighteen month(.) >>°prope(rty) tenancy°  >>”, 
as it would place an obligation on the respondent to focus his attention immediately towards her 
question. Instead, she legitimises her entry into talk by grabbing his attention with the tentative 
emergence of the topical query component. She warrants her entry to talk by delaying the formation 
of the question and creating a pseudo familiar condition, also by mentioning his name in a soft and 
elongated tone and by taking a small pause after it. 
Secondly, similarly to Fragment 2 where the initiator has immediate access to the colleague, 
legitimising  entry  to  talk  is  achieved  by  not  demanding  a  sudden  reciprocated  look,  avoiding 
forceful obligations. That is, when exploring the design of the first part of the turn “>>Thee only 
thing with this Paolo:^>> (.)”, there are issues to consider related to turning someone’s 
head towards someone first and then beginning to speak. If Wendy were to turn towards Paolo, wait 
until he reciprocated the look and then asked the question, it would be evident to assert that it would 
place an obligation on Paolo to  produce a  sudden response,  perhaps both physical  and verbal, 
pressuring more the participant and being rather invasive. Instead, in this sequential organisation of 
office work interaction Wendy speaks after she has begun typing on the keyboard what appears to 
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         W                      P
All participants carrying out 
their individual tasks in silence 
on their computers. 
be the first  part  of  a  task,  exemplified by the type of  keystrokes she composes (see Figure 12 
below).
When looking at the visual transcript in the next page of the initiation to talk, we see how Wendy’s 
keystrokes suggest the beginning of a new task. We see how Wendy looks away from her keyboard 
as she is still carrying out her own individual work (typing), as the last keyboard stroke (the space 
bar stroke) does not require her looking at the screen, which implies that she can simultaneously 
begin  another  activity  (turning  to  his  computer  screen).  She  therefore  turns  away  right  before 
pressing the space bar,  which she strikes after  she has started speaking already (see Figure 12 
above). So this delayed orientation towards the recipient does not inflict obligations on the recipient 
to look back at her straight away, because she progressively looks away from her keyboard (see 
Image ii. Figure 13 in the next page).  
When tackling the issue of legitimising entry into talk within a state of co-presence due to the 
physical proximity of the two participants sitting side by side, Wendy has access to Paolo’s screen 
by simply moving her head slightly to the left. The delayed orientation towards Paolo allows for 
Wendy  to  retrieve  information  about  his  ongoing  activity  without  being  intrusive.  While  in 
instances  where  the  respondent  has  no  visual  access  of  the  colleague  the  initiator  first  turned 
towards the participant completely (Fragment 3), here as illustrated in Figure 13 on the next page 
the participant looks at the colleague’s screen first.  This progressive look towards him, and the 
glance at his screen, initiating during the production of this turn allows her to familiarise herself 
with  information  about  his  ongoing  activity,  and  perhaps  to  consequently  adjust  her  engaging 
approach or completely retract her query if necessary (see image ii. Figure 13, on the next page).
The practices to get someone to look at you may differ and may be more explicit without delivering 
a summons first like in the previous instances explored. Perhaps this is due to the different spatial 
arrangements, here sitting side by side, but also due to the query suggesting to be working on the 
back  of  an  earlier  conversation.  So  another  way  of  legitimising  entry  to  talk  is  to  allude  to 
Page  105
Figure 12. Wendy’s keystrokes suggesting the beginning of a new task.
Key Strokes: 
 ! ! ! ! ! !        !
  R  L  R  L  L   R -PAUSE- R(space bar)
Wendy turns her head 
away from her keyboard 
Wendy verbally 
intervenes
something both participants would know in common. Wendy refers to “this” as she presses the 
space bar, corresponding to her current activity (see Figure 13 below). The demonstrative pronoun 
and her simultaneous orientation towards the keystroke are a revelation of the link between work 
procedures and interactional instances. The participant begins to ask her query as she is looking at 
her  screen  and  engaging  in  an  ongoing  activity.  Therefore,  she  imposes  a  certain  degree  of 
obligation to interrupt the colleague as she reveals an issue hindering the continuation of “this” 
task which she avoids to specify. In unpacking the second part of the utterance “(.) is if:^ 
(.) they had^ (0.2) an eighteen month (.)” she uses another demonstrative pronoun 
“they” and fails to mention who she is referring to exactly. She avoids to mention the name of the 
case she is  referring to,  but  mentions “this” and “they” instead,  legitimising entry into talk by 
alluding to a common awareness requesting the recipient to think about the meaning of “this” and 
“they” and by requesting a presumed source of knowledge from Paolo regarding the case.
The turn is designed in a delicate manner exemplified by her soft tone of “if” and “had” and the 
small  pauses  after  the  words  “if,"  “had”  and  “month,"  which  allow the  participant  asking  the 
question to provide adequate anticipation. This prudent approach creates space for the recipient to 
reject the invitation to respond, if necessary. However, in attempt to create something that will be 
understood by him and at the same time inciting a source of interest, the subtle use of ambiguous 
pronouns creates something that  demands retrieving information.  More specifically,  such action 
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      Figure 13. Wendy’s delicate initiation to talk and bodily conduct.
                Wendy             Paolo                             Wendy        Paolo                              Wendy             Paolo
  
 R   L   R    L   L    R        R(space bar)
           ⬇ Gazing at computer                             
 P: - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - -   
    - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - -                                       
Key Strokes:  ! ! ! ! ! !          ! 
    W:            >>Thee  only  thing with   this Paolo:^>>    
   - - - - - - - - - - - - - -,,- - - - - - -  ,,..————————————————                
  ⬆ Looking at keyboard                                       ⬆ Gaze at his screen                       ⬆ Looks at Paolo 
sequentially places an obligation on the recipient to identify whether perhaps she is referring to a 
preceding course of interaction between the two participants, something he is apparently supposed 
to  be  aware  of,  expecting  him  to  associate  it  to  the  correct  case.  Eventually  Paolo  ends  up 
identifying the case she is referring to and gives her guidance, advising her on what she should do 
next, solving her issue.
5.4 Suspending Tasks in the Course of Initiations
So we have considered the initiation of a new activity with the query being asked, but what 
happens to the tasks that participants had been working on prior to being interrupted? In this section 
we will examine the ways in which respondents treat the initiation to talk with regard to their own 
individual work. What we immediately see is that that the task being carried out does not stop when 
the talk begins, but actually it carries on for a bit, some instances more than others. 
Let us begin by exploring the moments of disengagement from individual work of Fragment 2. We 
see how Dores produces a summons that gets responded to by her colleague quickly and louder than 
Dores’s projection, however Liz responds while still orienting towards her own computer screen 
(see image i Figure 14). As illustrated in the next page the moment of disengagement occurs well 
after Dores has begun to articulate the question, at “study” Liz turns her head to Dores. So we see 
the emergence of an overlap period: by the time Dores begins to articulate her question Liz turns 
her head to the right,  however still  keeping her right hand on the mouse, without showing full 
commitment (see image ii Figure 14 below).
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                   ⬇ Gazing at computer                                                                                   
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   D:°Lee:↑z°     I:got an email from a:y po:ntential >study abroad student>  
    - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -, -
 L:       >hmh 
         - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - . . .  _________________________                                                                                                                      
                   ⬆Gazing at computer    ⬆Turns to Dores   
Figure 14. Short and unproblematic overlap period between individual work and collaborative work. 
                 Dores                       Liz                                                         Dores               Liz             
  
So the quality of the way in which Liz disengages progresses as Dores continues to articulate and 
build up the question as problematic and puzzling, and after a two-second pause Liz lets go of the 
mouse and starts reaching for her glasses (see Figure 15 above). Keeping the glasses on suggests 
that any time she could go back to her own individual work, so when she reaches for them and 
eventually takes them off she displays a state of complete disengagement from her individual work, 
making use of the artefact as an indicative device of commitment and readiness to engage in a 
collaborative  activity.  In  this  fragment  we  can  see  how  the  process  of  disengaging  with  the 
participant’s personal work is quick and not problematic.
The instance from the estate agency (Fragment 1) is slightly more complex than the previous 
instance  explored.  Paolo  carries  on  with  his  individual  task  as  Wendy  initiates  talk  without 
producing a summons, designing the turn in a way that allows him to carry on with his task. She 
continues to talk regardless of the extended absence of a reciprocated look or verbal utterance. 
Paolo gives Wendy a measured reciprocated look and only turns towards her at the mentioning of 
“property tenancy” (see Image iii, see Figure 16, next page). However, it is interesting to notice 
how, when he begins to disengage with his own work and move away from his own screen he first 
turns towards her screen (see Image iii, Figure 16, next page) and then towards her (see Image ii 
Figure 17, next page). This implicates that he was attending to her question and listening as he is 
already  attempting  to  identify  and  retrieve  the  puzzling  information  of  “this”  and  “they”.  The 
quality of the way in which he disengages is characterised by a slight change in orientation towards 
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                     ⬇Gazing at computer                                        
  ̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶-̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶        
 D: a:m:        from Oakland wanting to do::the autumn one >so beginning of next term> 
    -  - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -, - - - - - - - - - -,                                    
L: ̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶̶-                            
   ⬆Gazing at Dores                                                                                          
   Reaches for glasses               Takes glasses off
Figure 15. Participant takes her glasses off and displays full commitment. 
         Dores                             Liz                                                        Dores           Liz             
  
her, moving his hand from his nose to his mouth and to his ear and by the third image below we see 
his body is more aligned towards her.
However, even if he may have stopped one activity in the first image, displayed by not clicking and 
not moving the mouse,  he does not  let  go of it  completely until  he begins to turn around and 
respond (see Image ii Figure 17, below). He displays the termination of his tasks by letting go of the 
mouse, and also by pushing himself upward from his chair, to orient towards her.
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Figure 16. Paolo’s quality of commitment: measured reciprocated turn first towards her screen.
     Wendy                  Paolo                            Wendy              Paolo                             Wendy               Paolo
  
             ⬇Right hand on mouse/Left on nose
 ⬇ Gazing at computer                                                                                               Turn to her screen                 Turns to   
P:- - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - -  - - - - - -  - ,,- - -,,.._ 
 - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,
W:>>Thee only thing with this Paolo:^>> is if:^ they had^ an eighteen month >°prope(rty)tenancy°> 
 - - - - - - - ,,- - - - -,,..———————————————————————————————————————————                     
.   ⬆ Looking at keyboard  Gaze at his screen   ⬆ Looks at Paolo 
Figure 17. Paolo makes use of office artefacts to display full commitment.
   Wendy          Paolo                                     Wendy          Paolo                                  Wendy       Paolo
  
            ⬇Right hand on mouse/Left on ear                                                                                           Lets go of mouse                                                                    
⬇ Gazing at Wendy / Head turning   ⬇Glances at screen         Looks at Wendy                           Pushes back on arm chair                                                                                                                                     
P:  ,,..__________________,,- -___________,,..___________________________      
             Who:se this^ fo:r                                       
-           - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,                        
W: with (.) ah:: ah:m (.) >rent review at the twelfth month>                  oh no just generally I’m saying 
 - - - - - - - ,,- - - - -,,..—————————————————————————————————————————               
 ⬆ Looking at keyboard  Gaze at his screen   ⬆ Looks at Paolo 
So  what  we  find  when  analysing  these  instances  is  that  participants  do  not  ever  just 
completely let go of their own individual work as soon as the they are being approached to engage 
in a conversation, and this is treated as unproblematic. The final fragment (Fragment 3), taken from 
the administrative office, is no different, however this process of disengagement is slightly more 
complex. 
Bill shows that he is attending to Pam while carrying out his individual work during two instances, 
without turning completely towards Pam straight away. The first overlapping moment occurs when 
he responds to her calling his name (see Image i Figure 18, below).  He slightly rotates the swivel 
chair, body and head to the right and directs his loud “yes!” to the right, making use of this office 
artefact to portray some sort of commitment directing the talk behind him where Pam is. So he 
displays that he is listening and attending to her through his bodily orientation and verbal response, 
however while still attending to his own work. While responding to the summons he quickly moves 
both hands on the keyboard and opens what seems to be a saving window, taking measures to 
suspend his individual task to be able to start a new one (see Image ii Figure 18 below). So the 
quality of the disengagement is characterised by a dual obligation to attend to both his colleague 
who has produced a summons and to his own activity which he needs to suspend.
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    Figure 18. Bill’s over-lapping individual work and commitment to interaction.
              Bill         Pam Bill            Pam                                        Bill            Pam                                                                                                                        
      Left hand on keyboard                                               Both hands on key board                                   Takes final hit on keyboard    
   Right hand on keyboard                                             Opens saving box on computer                                        
   Head turned to the right     Turn Head computer        Look at keyboard                                      Turns body to the left towards Pam
———————————————,,— -  - - - - -,, -  - - - - - - -,,.._________________                                                                                       
 B:       yes!                           
 - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,- - - -
P:a::   Bi:ll    do: you: know: to: move a folder  from one section to another section                                                       
 - ____________________________________________________________________                            
 ⬆Gazing at Bill
Move chair towards Bill     Turns chair outwards and closer to Bill        Rests head on chin                                                
The quality of the second overlapping moment changes to a more committed display. He responds 
to the puzzling design of the question,  “Do: you: know: to: move a folder from one 
section” by starting to change his orientation from right to left, and leans back, closer to where 
she has now positioned herself. This displays that he is aware of her demand to interact and that he 
is almost ready to engage in conversation, however not ready yet to completely commit to it. He 
then realigns his body towards the computer and carries on with his individual task, however he 
shows he is attending to her and listening by keeping his body at a distance from the screen with the 
chair slightly oriented towards the left where she has moved to (see Image ii, Figure 18, in the 
previous page). As Pam continues to articulate the query, Bill makes use of other artefacts of the 
workplace, the keyboard, by taking three dramatic loud hits on the keyboard displaying that he is 
almost coming to an end of his activity.
He takes a final loud hit on the keyboard and the mentioning of the word “to”, displaying the 
completion of the his task and complete disengagement from it (see Image iii Figure 18, in the 
previous page).  This instance suggests that within the ecology of organisational talk one participant 
is negotiating with the other participant the quickness needed to portray full commitment to the 
interaction. In this instance, the quality of the commitment of verbally saying “yes” is not good 
enough,  as  Pam gets  closer  to  him,  slowing  down  the  speed  of  her  talk  taking  micro  pause, 
suggesting the type of commitment required which is for Bill to turn around completely.
5.5 Discussion
i. CA openings  (Sacks  1992a,  1992b;  Schegloff,  1968)  have  shed light  on  characteristics, 
sequential organisation and issues of initiating talk and how those are then resolved in institutional 
talk (Greatbatch, 1988; McHoul, 1978; Atkinson and Drew, 1979; Heath, 1981; Atkinson, 1992; 
Maynard and Heritage, 2005). Whereas with CA openings and generally when we think of openings 
in institutional encounters the conversation begins and the participants quickly establish focused 
interaction; instead in open office settings we see how initiations of talk do not have the same 
organisation of CA greetings. In open offices, unlike CA openings (Sacks 1992a, 1992b; Schegloff, 
1968) we see how colleagues do not greet each other every time they speak to one another and they 
usually do not ask permission to speak to someone when momentarily interrupting someone who is 
engaged  in  his  or  her  own  individual  work  to  ask  for  help.  In  open  offices  the  topic  is  not 
progressively introduced and specified on the outset like in institutional settings but the topic in 
open offices is withheld (Heath, 1986; Boden, 1994). Legitimising entry to talk in open offices is 
firstly achieved by producing a summons (Fragment 2 “°Lee::↑z°^” ; Fragment 3 “a:: (0.1) Bi:ll”), 
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or where a summons is absent there is still evidence of some sort of attention grabbing pre-query 
component (Fragment 1: “>>Thee only thing with this Paolo:^>> (.)).
Part of the legitimacy of these interactions is tied to the nature of these objects that are queries; in 
these instances of talk there is some sort of asymmetry in knowledge as one person needs help from 
another person. This is because participants are in a continuing state of incipient talk,  they are 
working side by side and the nature of the work they do requires for people to work together. These 
moments of interaction are significant for solving problems in the workplace, closely tied into the 
kinds  of  practicalities  of  doing  work.  We  explored  examples  of  people  working  alongside 
colleagues that have more experience, result in having some kind of right to ask for help. These 
findings  contribute  the  widening  of  the  notion  of  ‘institutional  talk’ presenting  new  forms  of 
interaction and sequencing rules in the workplace which are specific to open offices showing what a 
state of continuing incipient talk is and what it means for interaction.
ii. This takes us to the second finding which is concerned with how individuals legitimise entry 
to talk. Even though they hold a right to ask for help given the collaborative nature of the work of 
these  settings,  this  asymmetry  of  knowledge  is  not  enough  to  assume  full  entitlement  when 
interrupting.  People  in  open  office  settings  do  no  treat  interaction  the  way  we  explored  in 
institutional  settings  where  for  instance  the  inherent,  visible  recipiency  and  availability  of  the 
participant allows for the doctor to initiate talk as he/she desires (Heath, 1986, p.47). Instead, in 
open  offices  we  see  how people  legitimise  entry  to  talk  by  assessing  the  availability  of  their 
colleagues  relying  on  visible  and  aural  resources.  They  delicately  orient  to  when  it  might  be 
appropriate to intervene, and relevant to speak to someone, ask a question or make a comment. 
They seek some kind of moment where there might be a break in their activities; bringing forward 
interesting issues about how people are assessing and making this judgement. 
Once the moment has been identified, colleagues legitimise entry to talk by delicately initiating the 
talk itself  alluding to the brevity (Fragment 1 “the only thing with this”) but at  the same time 
urgency (Fragment 3 “do you know to move a folder?”) of these episodes of conversation. They 
allude to the urgency of the matter nominated to a topic which is in a sense currently present (i.e., 
not being able to progress with their work). 
So another part of the legitimacy of these brief interventions is by virtue of the fact that the person 
they are interrupting can go back to their own activity moments later, and they are only partially 
being engaged with this colleague. We show how people are getting into new tasks but also how 
they are preserving and suspending their ongoing tasks. The delicate way of initiating talk in open 
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offices allows for the colleague to finish off their individual task so that moments later they may be 
able to pick up on where they left off.
iii. This  idea  of  a  brief  unobtrusive  encounter  is  fostered  and  further  accomplished  in  the 
overlap period, which is related to why participants being interrupted do not stop their individual 
activity  straight  away  and  engage  in  interaction.  What  emerges  is  an  overlap  period  between 
finishing off the individual work and listening and displaying commitment to the question being 
asked treating it as a relevant matter to address while still finishing off their own task first. So the 
overlap period has brought forward the dual obligation for participants being approached to attend 
to both their individual activity and the new emerging interaction.
It is nice to think of how one might suspend an individual task, finish part of something or note 
something, so that one's train of thought is not lost. So what makes initiating talk legitimate also has 
to do with how colleagues orient to what it would require of the people they wish to speak with, 
even if they are involved in their individual work to be able to deal with this issue momentarily to 
then return to their individual task. The person initiating the conversation orients not only to what 
their colleague is doing now and their availability but also to the quickness of the query and the 
urgency that it might have for the colleague. People provide, indeed, the resources and reasons for 
colleagues to turn to look at the problem they have together. The design of the initial utterance 
portrays  the  kinds  of  commitment  required  from  the  colleague  and  indicates  how  long  the 
collaboration should  be. At times a simple quick answer is needed which does not even require the 
colleague to turn around (5.3 Figure 12) or sometimes they require for the colleague to come to 
their  computer  screen  and  see  something  (Fragment  3),  but  in  all  cases  individuals  initiating 
conversations want the other person to essentially suspend doing their individual work and assists 
them but this assistance and entitlement to talk is not assumed it is instead rendered legitimate by 
design and the nature of these brief episodes of talk. 
iv. In examining initiations in open offices amongst colleagues working in co-presence, it is 
found that the resources that people are drawing on in organising these initiations go well beyond 
talk, bringing us to the final finding of this first empirical chapter which is concerned with how 
artefacts feature in these openings. Studies show how people at work may engage with colleagues 
by encouraging them to look at objects (i.e. Hindmarsh and Heath, 2000) and the queries that arise 
in  open offices are  also often designed with regard to objects  in  the environment.  I  show that 
initiation is often about drawing the other person to look at something together like an email or 
program on the computer screen. We noticed indeed how the person initiating talk will localise the 
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topic of conversation not only verbally but also by visibly looking at the computer screen while 
asking the question. 
Other workplace studies show how co-workers are aware of the conduct of colleagues by virtue of 
their engagement with objects and how someone engaging with objects might provide evidence for 
availability (Greatbatch,  1988;   Luff  et  al.,  1992;  Heath,  1986).  This  is  particularly relevant  in 
initiating talk in open offices. In this chapter we have shown how initiations can be highly sensitive 
to  the  structure  of  a  colleague’s  current  activity  where  that  current  activity  is  actually  doing 
something with a computer, the key board, the mouse, using a technology system. In most of these 
cases they cannot see exactly what they are doing but they are making sense of their activities, by 
taking glances at the screen, or being sensitive to the keyboard. This chapter shows the ways in 
which people try to make sense of  another’s  activity in terms of boundaries and to sensitively 
initiate conversation when they have limited access to that activity. 
Initiators are very sensitive to the quality of the use of certain artefacts found in the office,  in 
assessing one’s availability by highlighting the demands that these artefacts play on the activity 
being  carried  out.  The  use  of  artefacts  and  technology  is  critical  to  how you  may  assess  the 
possibility of  asking someone else something,  the ways in which you can anticipate upcoming 
potential boundaries, in these instances of interruption that are timed for appropriate moments and 
breaks within routine work. We have highlighted what it is in the work of Paolo, or the work of Liz 
that they do which can give visible aural resources to their availability. There is a definite visible 
change of the quality of the use of objects indicating a different mode of participation of the co-
worker’s individual activity which suggests to the person initiating talk that they may be available 
to speak. These changes can be deployed in the form of off task behaviour making use of office 
artefacts, even something as subtle as lifting the hands off the mouse can induce someone to initiate 
collaboration and discontinuing clicking.
Artefacts  are  used  by  the  initiators  to  assess  these  subtle  changes.  For  instance,  assessing 
availability results in having to retrieve information by turning towards the person’s screen (Wendy 
in Fragment 1) which can be done by only turning the head slightly. However, physical positioning 
has implications for initiating talk because colleagues are not always sitting side by side and the 
swivel chair is a critical objects used to assess a colleague’s availability and ensure recipiency when 
colleagues are sitting back to back (Fragment 3). The swivel chair allows for the orientation towards 
the participant to be smooth but also to change, as the initiator may easily turn back if the moment 
is indeed not opportune to intervene. The swivel chair also allows for the more obvious effort to be 
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made to encourage the colleague to let go of their individual task by moving closer to the colleague 
(Fragment 3).
This  chapter  has  also  brought  to  light  how objects  can  be  used  to  display  different  forms  of 
commitment to the conversation coming from the person getting interrupted. Through the use of 
objects one may show the continuous commitment, momentarily, taking time out to deal with the 
problem facing the colleague,  through the use of  the swivel  chair,  by beginning to completely 
disengage  with  someone’s  own  individual  work  and  using  the  swivel  chair  to  rotate  towards 
someone (Bill in Fragment 3). This draws on and builds on from Schegloff’s (1998) work on body 
torque in office spaces, when one rotates left to attend to someone while their lower body remains 
oriented towards their  individual  activity.  In open offices,  artefacts  serve to accomplish what  a 
torque  does  “without  making  the  full  turn”  one  can  “sustain”  an  activity  as  an  “underlying 
interactional commitment” and treat another activity as an ‘insert’ to it (Schegloff, 1998, p.552). 
Partial  commitment  can be displayed by taking three loud hits  on the keyboard displaying the 
almost  completion  of  the  colleague’s  task;  while  by  taking  off  reading  glasses  one  shows full 
commitment, making availability not just about reciprocating the look but making artefacts valuable 
resources  for  displaying such commitment.  Artefacts  in  open offices  display different  levels  of 
availability,  involvement  and  commitment  towards  a  conversation,  contributing  to  and  going 
beyond the kinds of elements that a ‘body torque’ holds.
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6. Waiting to talk: the Practical Analysis of Conversations
6.1 Introduction 
One of the features of open offices is the movement of people within the space. People when 
entering or exiting the office, or passing through one area of the office to another may be available 
for conversations. People may be standing around people’s desks to speak to someone and their 
availability and visibility might occasion opportunities for interaction. So at times people may wish 
to interact with colleagues that are not only busy with their own individual work as the previous 
chapter explored, but busy talking to someone else. This chapter will explore something common in 
open offices — waiting for someone to finish a conversation. It aims to unpack the specific issue of 
how colleagues secure the recipiency of someone who is not engaging in personal work in silence 
but is already speaking to someone else — instances where two people are having a conversation 
and a third colleague is interested in speaking to one of them about a different topic.
This chapter is therefore interested in exploring instances where A is having a conversation with B 
and C is interested in speaking to A; looking at the shift between A-B to A-C conversations and the 
role that C plays in organising entry into a conversation with A that excludes B. One of the issues 
that C must face is to ensure recipiency before A becomes involved in another activity after the 
current  conversation ends,  thus having to  “catch” the colleague as  soon as  he/she is  available, 
otherwise C may have to use another mean to initiate conversation, delay the interaction or perhaps 
lose the chance to engage completely. 
This  chapter  firstly  considers  how  participants  identify  and  constitute  appropriate  moments  to 
intervene  in  another  person’s  conversation  and  how  they  identify  the  more  generic  resources 
(verbal, non-verbal and material) that people are relying upon to identify the opportune moment to 
initiate a new conversation. Secondly, it explores the various practices that people engage in when 
‘waiting’ to  talk  to  a  colleague and lastly,  it  examines  the  verbal  and embodied design of  the 
initiation into the new conversation, more generally considering issues of anticipating availability 
and ‘catching’ people before they start a new activity. 
6.2 Initiating Turns: Catching a Colleague on the Move
Let us begin by exploring a first instance featuring Simon (lead project engineer) having a 
conversation with Carlo (installation manager). Frank (project developer manager), positioned in 
close proximity of his colleagues, engages in conversation with Simon asking a query about  the 
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upcoming trip that they will take together to Razeeza which is unrelated to the topic of conversation 
that Simon is carrying out with Carlo. 
Fragment 1: Renewable Energy Firm
1. Simon: no let us 
2. Carlo: o:ka:y↓=  
3. Frank: =Sa:imon a:m (0.1) let’s say we go to razeeza 
4.        (0.1) you know: (0.1)on:(0.1) the: ninth (   )  
5.        I just was wondering if <you know< would would  
6.        we have some time some site visits after tha↑t  
7.        because they have some sites↓ 
8. Simon: maybe 
Firstly, similarly to the previous chapter as the transcript shows, Frank initiates talk with Simon 
with a summons, “Sa:imon” at what appears to be the end of the conversation between Carlo and 
Simon on line 2 with “o:ka:y↓” said with a downward intonation and as Simon is walking away. 
Calling out his name catches the attention of the colleague who could potentially be on the move to 
carry out another task. So the summons is used to catch Simon’s attention as it requires some sort of 
answer, as an “expectation of a continuation of talk” (Schegloff, 1968, p.1081-1082). We also notice 
that the use of word extensions and micro pauses on line 3 after calling out the name, place an 
obligation to listen or respond, since he appears to be no longer involved in a conversation with 
someone else. Simon non-vocally responds to the summons. There is a visible orientation towards 
Frank, showing commitment to the new conversation by looking at Frank. So in this case the shift 
from one conversation to the next is achieved through a glance.
The query begins as a form of story telling “let’s say we go to razeeza” combined with a 
question of a form of a reassurance statement “you know:”, which serves to set up the topic of 
conversation.  Eventually  the  delayed  question  emerges,  “would  we have some time some 
site visits after tha↑t because they have some sites↓”. Frank however does not 
specify what  “that”  on line 6 means,  but  Simon’s  upright  response with “maybe” suggests  his 
familiarity with the topic of conversation and his commitment to the new emerged interaction.
Let  us  now explore  another  instance  taken  from the  same  office  setting,  featuring  two 
different colleagues, Bob (director of engineering) carrying out a conversation about a delivery with 
Mike (engineer) who is not visible in the image but he is positioned right in front of Ben. Ross 
(business developer manager) sitting at his desk then initiates a conversation with Bob about an 
unrelated topic to what Bob is discussing with Mike. 
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Fragment 2: Renewable Energy Firm
1. Mike: maybe we can ask them to deliver send and they  
2.       can take= 
3. Bob: =yea exactly they they they don’t have to turn  
4.       it over if you don’t give them the check okay↑= 
5. Ross: =Bo:b e: (.) all the drawings:(0.1) of Iman (0.1)  
6.       we put them all un:der desi↑gn 
7. (0.5) 
8. Bob:  a:: think so 
As we can see from the transcript, Ross’s initiation to talk on line 5 is also a summons (“Bo:b”) as 
Bob is walking away and similarly to the previous fragment it is said by extending the vowel and 
taking a micro pause right after. Bob responds to the summons non-vocally similarly to the previous 
instance, moving towards Rob, showing commitment to the conversation and displaying physically 
the shift from the previous conversation to the new one.
Ross then asks his query continuing to take two more micro pauses, extending two utterances “all 
the drawings:(0.1) of Iman (0.1) we put them all un:der desi↑gn”, and using 
an upward intonation on the last utterance. In the subsequent turn, on line 8 Bob vocally responds 
with a “a:: think so”, displaying his understanding of the query. He responds after taking a 
pause of half a second, during which he is looking together with Ross at his computer screen where 
the drawings are. 
In the third instance below taken from an architecture firm, Lara and Nadia were initially 
carrying out a conversation and right before the end of their conversation Sara catches Lara, calls 
her name and begins a conversation with her. Nadia then wants to re-engage in conversation with 
Lara  who  is  now  speaking  with  Sara  about  a  new  topic  of  conversation  and  remind  her  of 
something. So the instance below shows the moment of movement between L-S to L-N.
Fragment 3: Architecture Firm 
1. Lara: why do you why do you have to know 
2. Sara: ashan shuf el arad ashan confirm el 
3.       because to see the offer because to confirm the  
4.  Lara: ah: ye:s ye:s [ya 
5.  Nadia:              [>Lara↑>=   
6.  Lara: =hm↑=  
7.  Nadia:=>we need to> a: go: to:: the bank 
8.  Lara: ah:ywa 
9.        yes 
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As we can see from the transcript, similarly to the instances previously explored Nadia on line 5 
initiates conversation with Lara with a summons at what appears to be the end of the conversation, 
overlapping as she is still saying “ya” to Sara and as she is walking away. This summons is said 
quickly and in a “quasi-interrogative fashion” (Schegloff, 1968, p.1081) really bringing to light this 
phenomena of catching the colleague before she leaves the room. 
Lara responds to the summons vocally with a “hm↑” straight away on line 6, unlike the previous 
instances where employees either moved closer or responded with a glance. In the subsequent line 
Nadia begins to remind Lara that they have to go to the bank, initially maintaining the speed of her 
previous  utterance  “>we need to>”  and  then  we  notice  how  she  begins  to  slow  down  her 
utterances expanding on the vowels “a: go: to:: the bank” and then on line 9 Lara responds 
with “ah:ywa” (“yes”) thus not questioning the reminder and displaying understanding of what it 
entails. 
So when shifting from an A-B to A-C, C initiates and ensures recipiency with a summons, 
making  use  of  upward  intonation,  taking  micro  pauses  and  extending  utterances  catching  the 
attention  of  the  colleague  who  could  potentially  be  on  the  move.  While  the  shift  from  one 
conversation to the other is about (A) showing that they left the other conversation and displaying 
commitment (verbally or non-verbally) to the new conversation. This is because in these instances 
we are exploring, the colleagues they want to speak to are on the move to a potential new activity, 
thus if they are not caught in time they may not be available and may begin a new activity.
6.3 Pre-Initiation: Anticipating Closure 
When analysing these instances, although they seem like conversations that begin without 
any  sort  of  preparation  or  acknowledgment  of  the  start,  we  notice  that  all  the  summons  are 
sensitively placed with regard to the colleague’s potential  availability.  The initial  utterances are 
timed as the colleague is leaving the conversation. In this section we will consider what happens 
prior to the initiation and unpack the ways in which the initiators (Frank, Ross and Nadia) are able 
to  anticipate  the  appropriate  moment  to  intervene,  and  how  participants  are  real  practical 
conversation analysts, anticipating closure of conversations.  
Let us take one instance to unpack the deployment of pre-work just prior to initiating talk. As we 
have already seen, in Fragment 1, Frank wants to speak to Simon who is carrying out a conversation 
with Carlo.
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Fragment 1: Renewable Energy Firm
1. Simon: no let us 
2. Carlo: o:ka:y↓=  
3. Frank: =Sa:imon a:m (0.1) let’s say we go to razeeza 
4.        (0.1) you know: (0.1)on:(0.1) the: ninth (   )  
5.        I just was wondering if <you know< would would  
6.        we have some time some site visits after tha↑t  
7.        because they have some sites↓ 
8. Simon: maybe 
To begin with, individuals make use of generic resources involved in verbal cues to identify 
the  opportune  time  to  interact.  CA  literature  on  sequence  explores  “sequencing  turns  on 
completion” and people’s speed in identifying the anticipation of a completion of an utterance in 
order to speak next (Sacks, 1967a p.525). Similarly, what we learn from WPS in dealing rooms on 
initiating conversation with someone who is undertaking a separate task is that “a dealer produces 
an  utterance  which  demands  a  reply  from  a  colleague,  just  as  the  other  completes  an 
activity” (Heath et al.,  1995, p.5).  So unlike dealing rooms here we are dealing with people in 
conversations. This is a point of distinction from the previous chapter as the qualities of availability 
are different when we are dealing with people in conversations as opposed to people working on 
‘activities’. That is, the participant has less significant moral obligation towards a computer than 
towards a person. So if somebody interrupts while one is working on their computer it would be 
considered less rude to turn around to them, than if somebody was talking to someone else and 
would just stop and turn towards the person that has interrupted.
In this instances Frank initiates conversation at turn completion which is vocally identifiable by the 
drop of intonation in the talk. The pre-work involved in this process is the ability to anticipate the 
closure of their conversation, which suggests the availability of the colleague exemplified in this 
instance by a verbal indication. In Fragment 1, Carlo’s “O:ka:y↓” is said with a drop of intonation 
and extension of the vowel suggesting a closing (see Image 2, Figure 1 below), and it is said in 
response to the summons “no let us” which is said as both Simon and Carlo are gazing at each 
other  (see  Image  1,  Figure  1  below).  Thus,  the  drop  of  intonation  is  closure  implicative  talk, 
showing the participants a sign of potentially becoming available.
Secondly, colleagues initiate the conversation at turn completion of A-B conversation which 
is not only vocally identifiable but also visually. Through the use of gaze colleagues can monitor the 
physical arrangement of the participants that display completion of talk. People are seen to distance 
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themselves from the person they are speaking to, by pivoting their body and beginning to take steps 
away from the person they are speaking to.
In this instance, as you can see from the image above, when Carlo utters the word “O:ka:y↓” Carlo 
moves  his  head  down  and  away  from Simon.  He  pushes  his  chair  forward,  towards  his  own 
computer screen and individual work. We see the resources used by participants, such as the chair, 
to display completion of an activity. Through the use of gaze (given their close proximity) Frank 
can anticipate conversation closure and the opportune moment of interaction. In this instance it is 
characterised by Simon’s treatment of Carlo’s physical distancing by not responding any further to 
Carlo’s comment and eventually orienting away from Carlo.  
Lastly, the timing of the initiation turn suggests that they are sensitive to the colleague’s 
potential availability, as a sort of “catching” process as the targeted colleague is on the move, either 
leaving the room or potentially starting a new activity. In this instance the peripheral view allows 
Frank to identify both verbal and non-verbal cues and intervene as we can see from the transcript 
with a tagged talk and not in over-lap, but at completion. The summons placed as a tagged talk 
suggests that participants are indeed practical conversation analysts and are acutely sensitive to the 
emergent conversations of others. They closely monitor colleagues’ conversations and are aware of 
both  their  verbal  and  non  verbal  conduct;  not  only  in  the  immediate  pre-initiation  phase  but 
presumably throughout their whole conversation in order to anticipate the opportune time to speak. 
However, the easy thing about being a conversation analyst is that one gets the whole organisation 
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          Frank                    Carlo   Simon           Frank                       Carlo   Simon          Frank                 Carlo    Simon
Figure 1. Participant (C) distancing himself from colleague (S), displaying completion of conversation.
                                                         Body and chair move forward                 
-     Head up, back straight                                  Head turns away and down                                            
Looking at Simon                                  Looks down at his own desk                   
————————————,,, - - -   
C:                      o:ka:y↓                                                                   
           - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -,
S:            no let us                                                                               
      —————————————————————                                      
          ⬆Looking at Carlo  
of talk but the difficult thing about being a practical conversation analyst in these instances is that 
they get hints at what might be closing, and they really need to assess the quality of the moments of 
conversation to identify transition relevant places. So in practice a conversation analyst can make 
mistakes, and they may not always be right. 
We notice that Frank makes an explicit attempt to initiate conversation prior to what we saw 
on line 3 of the transcript (on page 119). In the transcript below, showing previous turns we see how 
Frank on line 2 makes a visual attempt to speak. 
Fragment 1: Renewable Energy Firm
1. Carlo: no 
2. Simon: he cannot (Frank orients to Simon, opens his mouth and  
3.                  extend index finger)  get me a  
4. Carlo: no (.) Fred told me there is no other ( ) haha 
5. Simon: there is no:t↑ 
6. Carlo: available airpot  
7. Simon: I did not know that 
8. Carlo: no there is no airpot that would let us 
9. Simon: no they’ll let us 
10. Carlo: o:ka:y↓=  
11. Frank: =Sa:imon a:m (0.1) let’s say we go to razeeza (0.1) you know 
12.        (0.1)on: (0.1)  the: ninth (   ) I just was wondering if 
13.        <you know< would would we have some time some site visits 
14.        after tha↑t because they have some sites↓ 
15. Simon: maybe 
As we can see from Figure 2 the moment in which Simon says “he” on line 2, and Carlo pushes his 
chair back and looks away from Simon displaying pre-closing behaviour, Frank orients his upper 
body, head and gaze with the use of the swivel chair towards Simon, while simultaneously releasing 
his index finger pointing at Simon. This is followed by the mouth opening slightly, attempting to 
initiate an utterance (image ii) and then quickly closing it without actually formulating a sentence as 
soon as he glances at Carlo who is now looking back towards Simon (see Figure 2 below).
Gaze can play a significant role in initiating talk and provides the basis for interaction to take place, 
as Goodwin (1984) claims that when a speaker gazes at a recipient that recipient should gaze at him. 
Earlier studies by Kendon (1967) claim that gaze is a fundamental feature of face-to-face interaction 
examining how the shifts of gaze are coordinated with the timing of “speech production” and can 
help with synchronising (Kendon, 1967, p.38). Also, he observed how “mutual gazes tend to be 
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quite short, lasting for little more than a second as a rule” (Kendon, 1967, p. 27). As we can see 
from Figure 2 below Frank switches from gazing at Simon to glancing at Carlo in about a second, 
which is enough to notice that Carlo is now looking back at Simon again displaying that indeed they 
are not done speaking, occasioning Frank to repair his action, close his mouth and not say anything.
What we see from this early, failed attempt to initiate S-F conversation are the issues related to 
Frank of being a practical conversation analyst and how sometimes pre-closings do not lead to 
closure. We see how this is part of the process of negotiating rights in action. Moreover, the index 
finger is dramatically held while glancing at Carlo and then gazing back at his own computer while 
still holding the index finger pointing towards Simon for a moment longer. This instance sheds light 
on  to  what  extent  this  failed  attempt  and  dramatic  holding  of  the  pointing  finger  is  actually 
anticipating the closure of the conversation or used to display some kind of recipiency or made to 
be  noticed  to  be  wanting  to  initiate  conversation.  Regardless  of  the  obvious  attempt  to  catch 
Simon’s attention it is not enough to solicit any sort of response, this gesture is  unproblematically 
ignored by all parties however, it is visible enough by both parties. Essentially, the placement of the 
attempt  in  the  middle  of  the  conversation  as  well  as  the  quality  of  the  looks  towards  both 
participants, lays interactional obligations to notice and acknowledge such behaviour, due to the 
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Figure 2. Participant (F) making an explicit visual attempt to initiate conversation in the middle of S-C talk.
       Frank                    Carlo   Simon           Frank                   Carlo   Simon         Frank                   Carlo   Simon
          
                              Extends index finger
                                                                                               Opens his mouth                                               Closes his mouth
                               Turns head and looks at Simon              Glances at Carlo                                                Turns head, looks at his computer
                              …_____________________________,,,______________________,,,- - - - - - - - - - - -
       F:                 -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - ,  -  -  -  -            
      C:                      no
                      ,,, - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - ,,, ______________
                       Looks away from Simon                                                                               Looks at Simon
    Pushes chair back
           S:     he cannot get me a   
      _________________________________________________________________________________________________
       Looking at Carlo
close proximity and orientation of the participants. In this instance we notice how the participant 
attempts to speak and visibly displays his intention to initiate conversation. 
Other times the early attempt to speak is formulated in the form of an actual utterance that is 
similarly unproblematically ignored. Let us consider the fragment below showing previous turns, 
where during S-L conversation, N (on line 6) formulates the beginning of a sentence but repairs it 
by cutting it off (notice how Nadia and Lara finish their previous conversation on line 3 and on line 
4 Sara initiates conversation with Lara).
Fragment 3: Architecture Firm
1. Nadia: today aim free aim just gonna go home 
2. Lara:  okay we’ll see 
3. Nadia: okay lets see= 
4. Sara:  =Lara↑(.)ah:m the ( ) ashan compound   
5.         Lara↑(.) ah:m the( ) because the compound 
6. Nadia: but don’t forget 
7. Lara:  how much 
8. Sara:  It’s for hundred thousand ( ) and insurance will 
9.        cover hundred thousand  
10.  Lara:  why do you why do you have to know 
11.  Sara:  ashan shuf el arad ashan confirm el (makes hand gesture of 
division) 
12.        because to see the offer because to confirm the  
13.  Lara:  ah: ye:s ye:s ya= 
14.  Nadia: =>Lara↑>=   
15.  Lara:  =hm↑=  
16.  Nadia: =>we need to> a: go: to:: the bank 
17.  Lara:  ah:ywa 
18.         yes 
As  we  can  see  from  the  transcript,  Nadia  attempts  to  speak  to  Lara  earlier  than  the 
conversation that occurs on lines 14-18. On line 6 Nadia interrupts Lara and Sara and says “but 
don’t forget” directed at Lara which is ignored by Lara who remains oriented towards Sara and 
directs her talk towards her on line 7. This reveals the issues for Nadia as a practical conversation 
analyst to assess the availability of her colleague and the issues with instances in which you have 
been in a conversation with someone and you might try to latch on a final point as they are speaking 
to someone else. Nadia repairs the utterance by cutting it off and not formulating the full sentence, 
displaying the sensitivity to the colleague’s availability thus recognising it as an inopportune time to 
intervene.  As  the  previous  fragment  brought  to  light,  the  quality  of  rudeness  changes  between 
suspending an activity and turning to a colleague as opposed to turning towards a colleague as one 
is speaking to some else. It would be problematic for Lara to turn towards Nadia as she is talking to 
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Sara.  The  parties  speaking  (L-S)  indeed  unproblematically  ignore  Nadia’s  attempt  to  initiate 
conversation,  regardless  of  the  close  proximity  and  loud  projection  of  Nadia’s  utterance,  both 
parties as we can see from Figure 3 below continue speaking to one another. This brings to light the 
different qualities of moral obligations that play into multi-party talk and the issues involved with 
next speaker selection.
After the verbal initial attempt fails to receive a response on line 6, Nadia continues to display her 
interest to speak to Lara monitoring the closing of L-S. Nadia does not go back to her own desk to 
sit  down  to  wait  for  the  conversation  to  finish,  Nadia  remains  standing  in  front  of  the  two 
participants speaking. She taps her fingers on the table (see image i below) and she is looking a both 
participants, aiding the means to anticipate conversation closure and Lara’s potential availability 
before she leaves the office again.
This instance shows the practices that people engage in when “waiting” to talk to a colleague when 
the targeted colleague is on the move and speaking to someone else, as  they continue to display the 
desire  to  initiate  a  conversation.  There  is  something about  the  nature  of  L-S conversation that 
displays quickness, or pre-closing. Nadia needs to “catch” Lara before she leaves, because she has 
been already “caught” by Sara as she was leaving the office.
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Figure 3. Participant (N) making an explicit verbal attempt to initiate conversation with L in the middle 
of L-S conversation.
 Lara         Nadia            Sara           Lara    Nadia             Sara                    Lara   Nadia              Sara
                             Turns head and body to Lara                      Glances at Sara
          - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -…___________________________________,,,_______________
N:                     but  don’t  forget        
    -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - ,  -  -  -                     
-          L: because the compound                         
    ____________________________________________________________________________________
         Looking at Sara
S:      how                                                         
       __________________________________________________________
           Looking at Lara
The analysis and monitoring of L-S conversation is undertaken by Nadia with a series of successive 
looks to potentially signal to the colleague that she wants to speak to them soon. This is because if 
the desire were to simply monitor and assess the situation for the potential availability, then Nadia 
would have the option to either continuously stare at the colleague identifying transition relevant 
places, or even wait until turn completion and then initiate conversation. However, it is not simply 
assessing the state of the parties but having the parties notice that you are looking at them, keeping 
in mind that continuously staring at someone may be considered too obtrusive and not staring at all 
may implicate a loss in the identification of the details of conversation.
As Coulter and Parsons’ (1990) studies claim, rather than thinking about gaze, people do all sorts of 
different activities (they glare, stare, scrutinise, scan, search , etc.). We make distinctions between 
those activities in our daily life, with our understanding of what somebody else is thinking based on 
their gaze, by virtue of how and where they are looking. Studies on the notion of “gaze” force 
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Figure 4. Participant (N) monitoring with successive glances both L and S and anticipating closure. 
 Lara     Nadia            Sara                       Lara    Nadia             Sara                  Lara   Nadia                Sara
   Taps finger on desk                                                     
 Looks L  Looks down  Looks S   Glances L  Looks away   Looks Sara       Glance Lara   Looks desk
           ,,,___,,- - - - - - …____,,, ____,,,- - - - - …________,,,______,,- - - - - - - - 
N:                                                                                                 
 -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -                
L: how much            why do you why…                               ah: ye:s ye:s  ya                                                              
 _________________________________________________________________________________________               v   -   
 ⬆ Looking at Sara
Takes a step back           
S:                      It’s for hundred……            ashan shuf el arad ashan…                                                                                                             
_     ______________________________________________________________
⬆ Looking at Lara
scholars to think, not only about the direction of the gaze but about the type of gaze, the kind of 
looking they are doing and how that is being treated differently. 
This is noticeable in this instance by unpacking the qualities and positions of the looking. Nadia’s 
successive looks are between both participants and then looking away. Nadia engages in a series of 
successive  looks,  carefully  placed  in  moments  of  potential  conversation  closing,  and  held  in 
accordance to the verbal and bodily conduct of the two people engaging in conversation, which in 
some cases may allow to identify potential availability. For example image ii shows how Nadia 
switches gaze from looking away and looks at Sara the moment in which she says “ashan” and 
begins to answer Lara’s question (see Figure 4 in the previous page). While image iii shows how 
Nadia looks down at the desk the moment in which Lara starts uttering what seem to be closing 
remarks  “ah: ye:s ye:s”  (see  Figure  4  in  the  previous  page).  We  notice  from  the  visual 
transcript that a glance is at times shorter than a look. These glances and looks highlight how tightly 
timed Nadia is trying to tag onto the closing of Lara and Sara’s conversation. However, these looks 
and glances are not in any way placing an obligation on Lara to stop her conversation. This is 
highlighted by the fact that Lara walks away from the conversation with Sarah and Nadia catches 
her by calling her name even if she has been standing in front of her and attempted already to speak.
The more generic resources that people are relying upon to both identify a possible opportunity to 
initiate conversation, but also what it is that would make someone decide that it is not the right 
moment to ask a question, are utterance completions and bodily conduct which may suggest this 
conversation closure. This instance is an example of deference, of when one does not interrupt the 
other, as the initial verbal attempt to do so failed. The participant does not intervene a second time 
while the participants are carrying out the conversation, but instead Nadia is able to identify turn 
completion and Lara’s availability by analysing their conversation and delicately building the gazes 
and looks into the utterances of the participants.
In these previous instances we see how the failed attempt to initiate talk in the middle of someone’s 
conversation does not lead to a response, so one must tightly time the initiation at turn completion 
and the issue being that sometimes pre-closing do not lead to closure and one must really assess the 
quality of a conversation. However there are times when interrupting two people while they are 
speaking ends up receiving a response. As we can see from the transcript below, a deviant case from 
the collection of instances shows how Pam interrupts Dores and Bill mid-conversation resulting in 
Bill responding to Dores. 
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Fragment 4: Administrative Office
1. Bill: <aiai>very much dou[bt they will come 
2. Dores:                   [yea and I think Anne’s got  
3.       thee a:  
4. Pam:  o:h (   ) we should get the signature for this  
5.       certificate 
6. Bill: yea  
7. Pam:  (  ) hard to get his signature  
8. Bill: or you know someone else can [sign in his place 
9. Pam:                               [yea yea thank you: 
10. (1.5) 
11. Dores: em: ya (.) Anne’s got the register 
12. Bill: oh yea 
This  instance  shows  how  sometimes  the  person  you  may  wish  to  speak  to  is  carrying  out  a 
conversation with someone else and is not necessarily on the move but still could potentially begin 
a  new activity  at  completion  of  his  current  conversation.  Pam opens  up   a  document  with  a 
certificate  on  it  and  subsequently  turns  around  abruptly  and  completely  around  with  her  chair 
towards Bill who is having a conversation with Dores, as if to say something but she does not. She 
turns back around and faces her computer screen again. This failed attempt to speak is disregarded 
by her colleagues who continue speaking. 
Moments later as we can see from the visual transcript in the next page, Pam is facing her computer 
screen (looking at the certificate) and at Dores’ extension of the utterance  “a:” she begins to speak. 
Pam unlike other instances we have explored in this chapter does not carry out any sort of visual 
monitoring after her failed attempt, she does not adopt any scrutinising physical position, she is 
presumably  just  listening  to  the  conversation  but  has  no  visual  input.  Moreover,  she  does  not 
produce  a  summons  first  calling  Bill’s  name  and  does  not  wait  for  any  obvious  break  in  the 
conversation as we have examined in previous instances. She interrupts Dores mid-sentence, and 
actually interrupts and hinders their activity of the passing of the documents from Dores to Bill. She 
begins with the exclamatory interjection “oh” adding an element of surprise to display that it is 
something she has just discovered which could perhaps outweigh the obtrusive interruption. 
This  fragment  shows  the  resources  used  to  physically  ensure  recipiency.  Unlike  the  previous 
fragment where the participant was “on the go” and ignored the colleague’s initial verbal attempt to 
speak, here the participant places an obligation on the colleague to respond by both physically and 
verbally locking the conversation. As we can see from Image i below, Pam interrupts Dores in the 
middle  of  her  sentence  to  speak to  Bill  while  she  is  still  oriented  towards  her  computer,  thus 
topicalising her utterance positioning herself right between them with her chair. 
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D            B                       P
Conversation moves 
from B-D to B-P
 In this instance unlike the previous one we notice that in close proximity to one another, sitting on 
chairs as opposed to being “on the go”, a more blunt approach works for ensuring recipiency. What 
is interesting in this fragment is the complete disregard for the assessing and analysis of the D-B 
conversation and colleague’s availability, as Pam only turns around once. The delicacies involved in 
approaching a colleague who is speaking to someone else that we explored in earlier instances are 
not deployed in this instance. We see a more blunt approach, and Bill responds to it straight away 
and  looks  at  Pam’s  computer  screen  where  the  certificate  is.  Dores  treats  it  as  a  momentary 
interruption as she continues to stand in front of Bill, while looking at Pam and as soon as Bill-Pam 
conversation  comes  to  an  end  Dores  resumes  from  where  she  had  been  interrupted  with  her 
conversation with Bill (see line 11-12) and hands him the documents. 
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Figure 5. Participant (P) interrupts mid-sentence two colleagues speaking to address Bill only.
 Dores    Bill                Pam               Dores    Bill             Pam                       Dores   Bill           Pam
Pivots body towards Bill                            Slides right hand down her head        
Pushes chair back                                           Raises her right hand behind her head         Turns head more towards Bill        
Turns head to look at Bill      
- - - - - - - - - …_______________________________________________
P:                o:h (   ) we should get the signature for this certificate    
 -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - ,  -  -  -  -              
B:  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  … __________           
Looking at documents    Turns head to look at Pam’s computer                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                  Left hand extended               Retracts left hand      
D:          thee a:
_______________________________…_____________________________________________________________________
Looking at documents                Looks at Pam
Retracts documents
6.4 Discussion
i. The  previous  chapter  looked  at  something  very  familiar  to  control  rooms  studies  — 
initiating conversations with someone seemingly occupied in an individual task. However, assessing 
availability in the previous chapter was about retrieving information about the colleague’s current 
state of activity and being sensitive to people’s use of technologies by for instance looking at their 
screen if  sitting side by side.  The main difference from the previous chapter  is  the  qualitative 
distinctions  between  monitoring  someone’s  individual  work  and  monitoring’s  someone’s 
conversation.  The  key  to  this  chapter  is  the  sensitivity  to  the  developments  of  someone’s 
conversation to find the opportune time to engage with them.
This  chapter  reveals  how even  during  these  instances  common in  open  offices  of  waiting  for 
someone to finish a conversation, the pre-initiation work is visible to the analyst in the form of 
active  monitoring,  which  as  we  have  examined  goes  beyond  literature’s  notion  of  ‘peripheral 
monitoring’ (Heath et al.,  1995), ‘workplace awareness’ (Gutwin, 1997; Gutwin and Greenberg, 
1999, 2002; Schmidt, 2002, p.286-287), Sacks’ notion of ‘viewers’ and ‘observers’ and Goodwin’s 
(1984) generic use of “gaze”. Coulter and Parsons (1990) provide a theoretical basis for the need for 
distinguishing  between  ‘seeing’  and  ‘spotting’,  ‘watching’,  ‘scrutinising’,  ‘glancing’  or 
‘looking’ (Coulter and Parsons, 1990, p.262) and with this chapter we build on these theoretical gap 
in these studies by really unpacking active monitoring in terms of ‘qualities of looking’ but also in 
terms of ‘potential conversation closing’. Many of the studies mentioned, have rather individual 
notion around monitoring, i.e., you are monitoring another colleague to see what they are doing 
while in this chapter you are monitoring not only what two other colleagues are doing but what they 
are doing together.
So there is a similar concern to the previous chapter of assessing availability but the skills 
required in order to assess availability or the resources that they have in passing availability of 
someone  speaking  to  someone  else  and  the  resources  available  are  different  and  much  more 
complex in this chapter. The kinds of ways in which you monitor someone seem to be designed 
differently in these two chapters. Active monitoring, in this chapter is deployed by carrying out 
successive series of looks. These looks result to be an unobtrusive and an efficient way of retaining 
awareness of the developments and unfolding of a conversation,  by virtue of the way they are 
designed. In Fragment 2 we notice how the way these glances and looks are designed placing no 
insistence that the other should either abandon their conversation or turn towards the initiator. These 
looks are carefully placed in moments of potential conversation closing, and held in accordance to 
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the verbal and bodily conduct of the two people engaging in conversation, anticipating potential 
availability. We notice that the process of these series of looks are characterised by holding the look 
and then delicately abandoning it, and we see how a glance is shorter than a look and can inform 
you quickly if the people are still talking or not. This analysis allows for a novel way of thinking 
about the notion of ‘looking,” ‘gazing’ and ‘glancing,” and it sheds slight on the importance of the 
quality  of  looks,  and  delicacy  in  which  they  are  held  and  positioned.  This  contributes  to  the 
understanding of the significance of holding a look for some moments as opposed to immediately 
abandoning it, as well as identifying the implications involved in lifting the head up as opposed to 
simply raising your eyes.
This  chapter  has  forced  us  to  reflect  on  the  types  of  different  human  activities  refining  our 
understanding of the subtle differences between activities of looking by thoroughly unpacking their 
organisation. In chapter 4 we extensively reviewed how studies claim that initiation to talk relies 
upon the individual’s “ability to monitor the action of his colleagues and changes within the local 
environment, even though he may be engaged in a potentially unrelated activity” (Heath et al., 1995 
p.13). In this chapter we have shown the ways in which people can be acutely sensitive to the 
emergent conversations of others, monitoring both the structure of the talk and the character of that 
talk  and  also  their  bodily  orientation.  Participants  monitoring  their  colleagues’ conversation  to 
anticipate the closure and make specific assessments of availability in these moments.
ii. Participants are initiating talk with people having a conversation so the process of assessing 
availability  is  really  about  analysing  conversation.  Participants  here  are  practical  conversation 
analysts. Like in sequencing talk of CA (Sacks, 1967a p.525) and in workplace studies (Heath et al.,
1995, p.5) this chapter examines how people initiate conversation with someone who is carrying a 
conversation with someone else at turn completion. Building on to that, we see how in open offices 
the design of the turn is deferential to the evolving talk, where it is positioned for a possible lapse 
within  the  talk  with  evidence  of  meticulous,  utterance  placement  revealed  as  latching  on  the 
previous  utterance.  Usually,  this  previous  utterance  is  said  with  a  drop  of  intonation  and/or 
extension of the vowel suggesting a closing showing the participants a sign of potentially becoming 
available. Closure implicative signs are also characterised by bodily conduct and they include the 
physical detachment of one of the parties from the conversation, orienting away from it.  These 
instances  have  shown how office  artefacts  such  as  chairs  can  be  used  by  the  two participants 
conversing to reveal the end of their conversation by making bold movements away from each other 
and towards their own individual desk, computer and individual activity. 
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However,  pre-closings  are  not  always  easy  to  identify  and  the  difficulty  of  being  a  practical 
conversation analyst is understanding boundaries in transition points. Participants are seen to make 
early explicit verbal or bodily attempts to speak during this pre-initiation phase which fail; often 
these failed attempts are visible to the co-participants engaged in their separate conversations. We 
learn that these attempts are not only anticipating closure and appear to be driven by potential 
moments of interaction, however they are essentially used to display some kind of recipiency, due 
to the placement of them at times transparently in moments of clear unavailability. 
However, besides this chapter not looking at monitoring activities like the previous chapter but 
monitoring conversations instead, we see how it is more than being ‘aware’ of a conversation. We 
see  how  assessing  and  analysing  a  conversation  is  not  just  about  seeing  whether  someone  is 
available but it is also about displaying your interest to the colleague’s conversation and potentially 
to catch a glance. In this chapter participants display that they want to be seen to be looking, made 
obvious either by dramatically holding looks and gestures in position for long periods of time (i.e., 
holding index finger, or opening the mouth as if to speak (Fragment 1) or by producing utterances 
and repairing the action, and holding glances (Fragment 3). We examined how indeed these looks 
are often noticed by others which reveals how this is not about general “workplace awareness” but 
rather, this monitoring is also a resource used to display the interest towards a specific task and 
conversation to ensure recipiency in the process of coordinated entry to talk. 
These failed attempts display to the participants involved an appreciation for the recognition of an 
inopportune time to intervene by displaying that it is not the opportune time to intervene. The failed 
attempts to speak show how interaction is not that easy to assess or a straight forward matter for 
members of this setting to know when conversation is closing, but it also shows how people are not 
always right about their judgement of anticipating closure. These early explicit attempts to speak 
also display a deference towards the integrity of another’s conversation. It is interesting to see how 
in these settings one may make all sorts of bold movements, upgrades on active monitoring by 
glancing continuously, explicitly attempting to speak but at the same time showing a respect for 
their  colleague’s  conversation  as  to  enable  a  satisfactory  completion  whilst  exploiting  the 
opportunity of a new one. These explicit false starts make more visible the interest in a subsequent 
conversation, they are deferential yet visible. We see how the balancing of these demands is crucial 
in ensuring initiation to talk with a colleague engaged in another conversation.
iii. Lastly, with regards to the initiating turn, while in the previous chapter there might be some 
variability  on  whether  you  have  a  summons  or  some  pre-announcement  to  the  query,  the 
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participants initiate talk with a summons in all of the instances explored in this chapter (“=Sa:imon” 
Fragment 1; “=Bo:ob” Fragment 2; “=>Lara↑>” Fragment 3). Here we see how colleagues secure 
availability prior to presenting the query with a summons some with the extension of the vowels in 
the names and some said with an upward intonation give a sense of urgency and unsure recipiency. 
We explore the relevance of initiating talk by calling the name of the colleague as opposed to 
starting off with the query straight away. This is because in these three instances the colleagues they 
want to speak to are on the move to a potential new activity, thus if they are not caught in time they 
may not be available and may begin a new activity. In the previous chapter participants were not on 
the move and there was no element of “catching” as the co-workers were all carrying out their 
individual work sitting down and in close proximity. What we are looking at is something really 
distinctive about open offices where you have people moving from desk to desk, and this movement 
becomes highly relevant as it occasions opportunities for interaction, to “catch someone” before 
they get on with another activity.
If we look at the morally problematic issue of intervening in someone’s work conversations and 
how entry to talk is legitimised so it is not disruptive, we begin to see that interruptions in open 
offices are designed so as not to ‘interrupt’. Unlike what some studies on interruptions claim, people 
actually  undergo  a  great  deal  of  organisation,  both  verbal  and  non-verbal  behaviour  to  secure 
availability and ensure that the initiation is not invasive but rather delicate. They systematically 
coordinate  entry  to  talk  with  regard  to  the  physical  arrangement,  spatial  organisation  of  their 
colleague and the ongoing conversation. People delicately orient to an opportunity to initiate talk 
and legitimately make a temporary claim on others without interrupting their conversations with 
others.  The issues with these,  is  that  unlike instances where people join conversations,  even if 
perhaps they were to jump in too early they would be on topic, here if the person jumps in too early 
he/she cannot just join the conversation on topic because he/she wishes to talk about a separate 
issue. Initiating talk may seem like something that happens out of the blue without any sort of 





The open office environment is rich in conversations and some of these conversations may 
be  dealing  with  matters  pertinent  to  someone  else  who may be  able  to  help.  Similarly  to  the 
previous chapter ‘waiting to talk’ to someone can also be relevant for colleagues that want to get 
involved in conversations occurring around them, often to assist a colleague. In this next chapter we 
will look at how someone joins a conversation, between two other people looking at the movement 
from A-B conversations to A-B-C conversations,  and the role that C plays in ensuring that the 
contribution is  legitimised and it  is  not  intrusive.  These joinings,  usually temporary,  take place 
within an already established conversation between other people and the kinds of instances that will 
be explored in this chapter as illustrated below are characterised by the turns prior to the initiation, 
the initiation turn and the response to it.
Fragment 1: Estate Agency
1. Paolo: everrbody is in next week 
2. Tina:  ah:::m:=  
3. Wendy: =I am 
4.        (1.0) 
5. Tina:  ehtSs:::  
6. Wendy: you reckon next weekend (is in) saturday (2.0) 
Fragment 2: Administrative Office
1. Dores: is this↑ 
2. Paul:  yea this on my uh <program< but I dunno 
3.        why°she told me to come here to update 
4. Bill:  wha what program are you on↑ 
5. Paul:  postgraduate 
Fragment 4: Renewable Energy Firm
1. Frank:  ask them equal both sides 
2. Simon:  yea (.) both of them [(  ) 
3. Albert:                      [oh did you: actually contact 
4.         these guys I gave you (.) are they good↑ 
5. Frank:  ah they seem (.) yea they seem (.) professional  
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As it can be seen from the transcripts, each entry to talk is legitimised differently, some are more 
problem oriented than others and even though the joining of conversations is done without having 
been explicitly invited to be part of it, interestingly, however colleagues all manage to delicately 
enter the conversation taking place without being treated as problematic. 
Essentially, this analysis builds on studies within EM and CA on conventional openings, but 
specifically  studies  which  consider  issues  around  invitation  and  how outsiders  get  involved  in 
conversations explored in a range of different kinds of settings; “multi party-gatherings,” “multi-
focused gatherings” (Goffman 1963), “stranger-stranger interaction” (Sacks, 1992) and openings at 
birthday  parties  (Kendon  and  Ferber  1973).  Early  work  by  Kendon  (1977)  examines  that  an 
‘outsider’ must wait for the pre-present party’s ratification to become a member of their existing 
system.  This  is  echoed  by  Goffman’s  (1963)  idea  of  invitation  by  referring  to  the  ‘ecological 
huddle’ and how people may reshape the ‘huddle’ to include others in conversations and how people 
form these ‘circles’ of talk which can be broken by new comers (p.95). 
Pillet-Shore  (2010)  particularly  focuses  on  how  new  comers  entering  a  room  come  to  join  a 
conversation are invited and prefer to be invited, shedding light on the issue of not wanting to 
appear “pushy” by avoiding to invite him/herself in someone else’s conversation (p.171). She found 
how: 
“adult-newcomers systematically use non-verbal, bodily resources to include others such 
gazing at and moving in closer toward the pre-present party, shifts in gaze and use of 
pauses to elicit recipiency first to “markedly display ‘I wish to co-participate’ as a means 
of tacitly eliciting an ‘offered’ formulation (i.e., ‘access’)” (Pillet-Shore, 2010 p.171).
This chapter will build on these studies by exploring the character of these practices within open 
office environments. This will be done by firstly exploring the ways in which someone may design 
their entry to talk, secondly by pin pointing the key analytic components of the initiation turn and 
lastly how they are sequentially organised and treated by the other participants. 
7.2 Securing Recipiency in Ongoing Conversations
Let us begin by showing a movement from an A-B conversation to an A-B-C conversation, taken 
from the estate agency where Paolo (senior consultant) is speaking with Tina (front desk employee) 
presenting an issue about employee schedule alluding to the unusual event of all consultants that 
will be in next week. Tina does not manage to solve the issue or provide an answer to it. Wendy 
(junior  consultant)  joins  their  conversation  by  making  a  contribution,  collaborating  to  find  a 
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solution  for  this  unusual  occurrence.  This  fragment  below  will  be  explored  in  terms  of  (i) 
intervention turn placement, (ii) visible and vocal aspect of the intervention turn and (iii) embodied 
and visible aspects of the pre-initiation phase.
Fragment 1: Estate Agency
1. Paolo: Tina is this schedule out of office 
2.        next week right(.)      
3. Tina:  What now 
4. Paolo: you got all the consultants in next 
5.        week (1.0) 
6. Tina:  wha:↑ 
7. Paolo: ah (1.5) selina wendy kim and me 
8. Tina:  uh say it again 
9. Paolo: everrbody is in next week 
10.Tina:  ah:::m:=  
11.Wendy: =I am 
12.       (1.0) 
13.Tina:  ehtSs:::  
14.Wendy: you reckon next weekend (is in) saturday  
As you  can  see  from the  transcript,  the  intervention  turn  (“=I am”  line  11)  is  placed 
sequentially with regard to the immediate prior turn “ah:::m:” alluding to Tina’s pensive and 
hesitating response to Paolo’s previous troublesome tone when saying “everrbody is in next 
week”. The sequential import of this turn “I am” occasions Tina to further display uncertainty with 
regard to this issue on line 13. Wendy on line 14 then asks another colleague Kim if she thinks next 
week would be treated as a weekend or not, solving the problem and having all participants resume 
to their own individual work.
A feature of the design of this initiating joining turn is that Wendy’s name has been mentioned 
during A-B conversation on line 7, thus she designs her intervention by sort of re-stating what has 
already being said, concurring with Paolo that she will indeed be in next week. This is congruent 
with literature on how “new arrivals” organise themselves (Sacks, 1992; Schegloff, 1993; Lerner 
1993).  Lerner (1993) explored how people can enter people’s conversation by making a repair, 
considered a “first contribution by a new arrival” informing “how it will be treated and who it will 
be heard to be selecting” (p. 239). He observed how people may join conversation by repeating 
what has already being said, or mentioning a word that has been said. Thus, Wendy here legitimises 
her entry to talk by making the contribution topically relevant and legitimate as she has been spoken 
about and by restating what has already been said. 
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As  previous  chapters  on  different  types  of  initiations  have  explored,  although  the 
interventions may seem like occurring out of the blue, we notice how the bodily conduct of the 
initiator prior to initiating conversation reveals his interest in the conversation moments before that. 
Wendy displays an early interest in the conversation on line 5 as she turns to Paolo’s computer at 
the  end  of  him  saying  “you got all the consultants in next week”,  and  she 
maintains the look up until she initiates talk. She looks at the schedule on his screen which is the 
source  of  where  the  issue  is  displayed,  at  the  mentioning of  “week”.  This  is  a  comment  that 
displays an issue which involves “all the consultants” including Wendy. Wendy maintains the look 
until she begins speaking (see Figure 1 below).
This  first  instance  brings  forward  the  unproblematic  entry  of  joining  someone  else's 
conversation to make a contribution to an issue. The timing of the entry is latched with regard to the 
prior turn. We see how people legitimise entry to talk by designing the intervention so it is topically 
relevant,  thus proclaiming herself  as a “ratified member” of the conversation. Lastly,  there is a 
physical  joining to  the  conversation as  the  embodied and visible  aspect  of  the  pre-initiation is 
characterised by a look displaying early interest in the conversation before joining. She does not 
first look at the colleagues but at the computer where the issue is coming from, she does not clear 
her throat before intervening and she does not try to get mutual gaze from colleagues, there is no 
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         Looking at her own computer                    Looks at Paolo’s computer                                                         
                    W:  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - …- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
              -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - ,  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -   
       T:                                                     wha:↑                   
        ______________________________________________________________________, , ,- - -   
                     Looking at her own computer                                 Looks at Paolo’s computer
                                                       Turns chair and body around                    
     P:   you got all the consultants in next week                                                                       
         - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
                         Looking at his own computer
Figure 1. Wendy turns to Paolo’s computer screen before intervening displaying interest in the conversation.
Tina     Wendy            Paolo              Tina     Wendy            Paolo              Tina     Wendy            Paolo  
particular complex pre-initiation conduct. It is an example of joining a conversation, because the 
conversation between the initial two people does not then resume but it evolves. It is a solution 
oriented entry to talk which is unproblematically treated by her colleagues.
Sometimes joining conversations can be more complex when they involve conversations 
occurring between colleagues and outsiders.  Let  us  now introduce another  instance featuring a 
student (Kate) who walks in to the administration office to talk to someone regarding tuition fees. 
One of the colleagues (Pam) greets the student and begins to deal with her inquiry; eventually 
another colleague (Bill) turns around and joins the conversation.
Fragment 3: Administrative Office
1. Pam:  we: we: >I mean> whoever contacted 
2.       you you can just email him or:  
3. Kate: no one °contacted me° 
4. Bill: yu yu you <could talk< you could talk↑to maybe the a: 
5.       the actual fees people in in:(Paul and Frank)an: in the 
6.       a:an[:  
7. Pam:      [thee thee credit control th[e credit control people 
8. Bill:                                 [the credit control 
9.       people ah 
When looking at the transcript we begin to see the slightly more complex turn placement and design 
of the initiating turn than the previous instance examined. Firstly, the intervention turn is placed 
during a transitional moment, it does not appear during a moment of hesitation between the two 
participants like in the previous fragment.  Bill’s initiation turn (on line 4) is placed with regard to 
the previous statement “no one °contacted me°” (on line 3) at the moment in which the issue 
seems to have reached a point of irresolvability. Kate expresses that she has no one to contact so the 
help provided by Pam to email whoever contacted her (on line 1) no longer stands.
Sacks (1992) speaks about the idea of having to speak to a stranger and having an excuse to speak 
to them by presenting some sort of “ticket-to-talk”. This can vary from assisting someone in need 
by saying for example “your pants are on fire” therefore legitimising his entry to talk by referring to 
something urgent,  avoiding the embarrassment (Sacks,  1992, p.257).  So Sacks’ “tickets-to-talk” 
studies  examine how one may take advantage of  a  specific moment  in  time when someone is 
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In a way joining a conversation to help gives the person a leeway to legitimise entry to talk. The 
instances  I  am  looking  at  in  office  environments  are  about  people  joining  other  people’s 
conversations, however these people are not strangers. What is interesting here is that even if they 
know each other there seems to be a similar approach to when people speak to strangers in the 
sense, that one waits for the moment in which someone may be excused to make a contribution and 
thus legitimise entry with contributing at the time of need. This is because these instances could 
potentially be presented as problematic as you could be seen as taking over the conversation, or 
inappropriate  to  join.  Thus,  the  issue  of  not  looking like  you are  taking  over  is  solved by  an 
appropriate legitimisation of entry to talk by initiating the turn at a moment of need but also without 
undermining the colleague’s credibility. When Bill joins Pam had been attempting to help Kate for 
quite some time without solving her issue. They seem to have reached a moment of irresolvability 
as Kate reveals that she cannot email anyone as nobody contacted her in the first place. 
The sequential import of Bill’s intervention is a resolution to the issue, resulting in Bill encouraging 
Pam to look for the address of where the student can go speak to someone. He only temporarily 
joins the conversation, he is not intervening in the same way as the previous chapter where Wendy 
involved other colleagues as well and then the conversation ends all together. Instead Bill after his 
joining, physically re-positions himself towards his own individual work, as the colleague resumes 
the talk with the student. Bill does not appear this way to take over the conversation.
By analysing this instance we see how securing recipiency is achieved in two ways. One 
way is to get both of the participants to look at you, achieved by the visual and vocal change of 
alignment to include both co-participants. There is a shift from a statement to a question in the first 
utterance of the initiation turn. The first “you could talk” is projecting a statement directed at 
the student providing an answer, whereas the second “you could talk↑” changes in intonation 
making it more upward designed as a suggestion directed at the colleague about who one could 
perhaps contact. Studies claim that restarts can be used to request the gaze of a hearer, but as we can 
see in this case Bill is also getting a physical alignment from the colleague who turns her chair 
around towards him (see Figure 2 in the next page).
Bill also visually involves Pam while uttering his initial turn he scrunches up his face, squinting his 
eyes and nods while looking at Pam (see image iii, next page). With the use of the the word 
“maybe” combined with the squinting and nodding, Bill is not only achieving recipiency and gaze 
response but also a sort of physical one, as with his visual and verbal conduct he is including Pam 
with a suggestion on what to do, so that it does not appear as if he is asserting anything on his own. 
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This way Bill does not undermine the credibility of the colleague, avoiding over-riding Pam and 
essentially working as a team.
 
Bill makes repetitions and takes all sorts of pauses, hesitations, extensions and perturbations when 
formulating the initial  turn,  by restarting it  “yu yu you <could talk< you could talk↑ 
to maybe the a: the actual fees people in in: (Paul and Frank) an: in the 
a: an:” and does not actually produce a full sentence. Literature claims that these restarts can be 
used to request the gaze of a hearer and they “may provide some demonstrations of the orientation 
of speakers to producing sentences that are attended to appropriately by the recipients” (Goodwin, 
1981, p.59). Thus, he is suggesting that summons-answer sequences may not only be done in order 
to establish coordinate entry to talk but also to establish availability toward each other (Goodwin, 
1981, p.64). So these hesitations do not come from a genuine lack of knowledge and confusion, 
however they serve to do something relevant to the organisation of this initiation turn which has to 
do with the interactional issues involved in entering an already established conversation in an open 
office  setting.  During the first component of the intervention turn “yu yu you” Pam  is  not 
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Figure 2. Visual and vocal change of alignment to ensure recipiency.
                            Bill         Kate     Pam                             Bill         Kate    Pam                             Bill          Kate          Pam
               i ii                                                     iii
                                      Squints eyes            Nods        Opens Eyes  
         Looks at Kate                          Looks at Pam
                        ___________________________________,,,_________________________________
Bill:   yu yu you <could talk< you could talk↑ to maybe 
             -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -
Kate:   ____,,,..______________________________________________________ 
 
     Looking at Pam     Looks at Bill
Pam:       ____________,,,..______________________________________________________            
                           
      Looking at Kate              Looks at Bill
completely oriented towards Bill, but during the course of the subsequent delays and expansions her 
physical orientation begins to change, and indeed turns towards him.
 The second way that Bill ensures recipiency is by verbally involving his colleague Pam. As 
we can see from Figure 3 below, the hesitations, extensions and perturbations are treated by the 
colleague not only by turning towards him but also as a way in. Pam not only aligns as a recipient 
of the utterance but also aligns towards what the utterance is proposing. As we can see from the 
visual transcript Pam responds to Bill’s hesitation “an: in the a: an:” by overlapping the talk, 
and finishing his sentence with “[thee thee credit control the credit control 
people” collaboratively achieving turn-completion (see Figure 3 below). 
The image above also shows the physical re-positioning of the participants towards Bill: Pam is 
slightly positioned forward looking at Bill pivoting her chair, the student moves slightly to the left 
and Bill stays with his chair turned towards both the participants and looks at Pam as she responds 
(see Figure 3 above). We see the ways in which participants spatially reconfigure to join a 
conversation. 
Bill and Pam during this instance sort of have their own interaction. From the way in which his 
intervention  is  designed suggests  they  are  undertaking  their  own conversation back stage while 
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Figure 3. Achieving collaborative turn-completion.
           Bill         Kate      Pam                                        Bill         Kate      Pam      
        Looking at Pam                                               
__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
   B: maybe the actual fees people in in: (Paul and Frank) an: in the a:an: 
       -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - ,-  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - 
   P:                     thee thee credit                  
     _________________________________________________________________________________________ 
                                        Looking at Bill
maintaining a front stage. There is an element of cooperation, hence, the squint the nod and Pam’s 
answer suggest and displays to the student that that he is clarifying things with Pam while they are 
interacting with the student, but also including and maintaining Pam as the helper. 
 So joining conversations is about delicately establishing co-presence and orientation but also 
recipiency from the co-participants and in this instance this is done by getting the co-participants to 
look at you and move towards you. Bill initially produces an answer to the student and then we see 
a transformation into a suggestion to Pam. One may think that it is unusual for a colleague to make 
a contribution and direct it towards the third party as it may be considered impolite towards the 
colleague, almost as if the initiator wants to undermine the ability of the colleague and not include 
them. However, when unpacking the bodily conduct that goes along with the intervention we noted 
that the initiator actually intends to include the other colleague and it is not treated as impolite, but 
rather as a collective form of discussion, designed vocally and physically to involve the colleague in 
a collaborative completion of the turn. This is achieved by the visual and vocal change of alignment 
to include both co-participants making use of perturbations and repetitions, moving closer to give 
the initiator time to re-direct his gaze to both participants.
This brings forward an empirical issue of these contributions, as some like the previous one might 
be permanent joinings of a conversation and some like this one might be temporary. In this instance, 
the contribution from Bill changes the direction of this conversation from problematic to solvable, 
collaborating  together  finding  a  solution;  though  only  temporarily  intervening  allowing  his 
colleague to help the student without difficulty so the student can eventually leave the room.
7.3 Positioning the Body in Conversation
As Fragment 1 highlighted in the previous section, C’s interest in the conversation between 
A-B is not only characterised by the verbal initiation but it is displayed moments earlier. C displays 
interest by turning towards her colleague’s computer at the mentioning of something problematic, 
becoming visually relevant to the initiator and visible to the participants. In studies a similar notion 
of pre-initiation has been explored referred to as “pre-beginnings” defined as “actions taking place 
before the turn properly starts” (Mondada,  2007 p.197).  In the instances analysed by Mondada 
(2007)  of  pointing  to  select  a  next  speaker  for  example  these  pre-beginnings  include  “head 
movements, gaze redirections, onset of gestures, incipient facial expressions, in-breaths, ‘uh(m)’ 
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tokens,” all gesture considered as “multimodal resources which make pre-beginnings visible-and-
audible” (Mondada, 2007 p.197). 
This  makes  exploring  the  pre-initiation  phase  of  other  instances  relevant  to  understanding  the 
sequential impact of these embodied and visible aspects, which make up a significant part of the 
ways in which someone may behave before making a contribution. If we look at other instances we 
see how a whole range of behaviour emerges prior to the initiation turn, not just a short look. In 
other instances initiators are looking at the people undertaking the conversation for twenty, forty 
and sometimes even for a whole minute before intervening. They completely stop their individual 
work but they do not intervene straight away. So what are they doing with these looks? Why are 
they not intervening sooner? 
Let us examine these moments of embodied and visible aspects of the pre-initiation phase by 
exploring another instance from the same administrative office, featuring a student (Paul) entering 
the office looking for a specific colleague. Another colleague (Dores) informs the student that this 
person is absent and attempts to solve the student’s issue herself. Throughout the interaction another 
colleague  walks  in  the  office  (Bill)  who  eventually  makes  a  temporary  contribution  to  the 
conversation (see transcript below).
Fragment 2: Administrative Office
1. Dores: your doing master↑ or undergraduate↓
2. Paul:  masters 
3. Dores: masters↓(.) o:kay unfortunately I can’t do: anything  
4.        <fo:r po:st graduates< 
5. Paul:  oh eh[this is: yea thi:s 
6. Dores:      [what program are on↑ 
7. Dores: is this↑ 
8. Paul:  yea this on my uh <program< but I dunno why°she told  
9.        me to come here to update 
10. Bill:  wha what program are you on↑ 
11. Paul:  postgraduate 
As you can see from the transcript showing the previous lines to Bill’s actual contribution (on line 
10), you can see how when Dores says “masters↓(.) o:kay unfortunately I can’t do: 
anything <fo:r po:st graduates<” on line 3 Bill stops typing, double clicks as if to save 
something on the computer and then turns around towards the colleague’s computer screen. So the 
“unfortunate” inability of the colleague to help, indicates to Bill that it is an issue which he may be 
able to help with instead. This first look at the computer screen is held for not even a second. 
Looking at the computer screen first rather then the co-participants indicates his desire to retrieve 
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Conversation moves 
from D-P to D-P-B
 B      P     D                                  
information from the computer screen referring back to the question asked to the student about 
which program he’s part of, rather than immediately try to achieve mutual gaze; thus informing his 
potential intervention (see Figure 4, below).
As he turns to look at the computer he places his left hand on his mouth and begins to wipe it 
across.  He then shifts  his  gaze from Dores’ computer to the student and back to the computer 
screen, this time holding it for two seconds as the talk is informing where he is looking, line 5 “oh 
eh this is:” indicates that the participants found something relevant on the screen, hence the 
held look on it (See Figure 4, below). 
   
We are exploring the reasons why someone may do something to get noticed, or might upgrade his 
orientation by making a series of looks between the computer screen and a co-participant; visibly 
placing his hand on the mouth wiping it, combined with the continuous glancing between the two 
participants indicates his desire to begin to speak, and perhaps wanting to be noticed. 
This brings forward the idea of making yourself available and visible by producing a series of 
successive looks to get the attention to be able to initiate interaction and “gain the floor” (Heath 
1986,  p.34).  Here  these  looks  are  much  more  dramatic  then  what  we  noted  in  Fragment  1. 
Moreover, Pillet-Shore (2010) claims that it is preferred to be invited to a conversation than asking 
to be invited: “rather, parties treat pre-present parties with offers of formulations as preferred over 
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Figure 4. Pre-Initiation short lookings between the computer screen and the student.
 Bill    Paul Dores    Bill     Paul    Dores               Bill     Paul   Dores
   
                                                         Wiping hand across face
            Bill’s computer    Dores’ Computer Student                          Computer                                              Student
B:   - - - - - - -..- - - - -,,..__________..- - - - - - - - — - - -
               -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , 
D:    I can’t do:anything <fo:r po:st graduates<  [what program are on↑ 
P:               [oh eh this is:        yea thi:s 
     __________________________________________________________________ 
     Looking at D’s screen 
arrivers requests for formulations” (p.160). Other studies on displaying of recipiency, claim that it 
can be recipient selective, so by looking at someone it can display availability, and looking towards 
one  person  in  particular  places  a  demand on  that  particular  individual  to  reciprocate  that  turn 
(Goodwin, 1981; Heath 1986; Heritage 1984; Schegloff 2007:59; Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks 
1977).
Lerner calls the act of people standing on the side of a current conversation as people “looking in” 
on the conversation (Lerner, 1993 p.239). In this instance, Bill turns away from the co-participants 
and then back towards them again, indeed providing them with an opportunity to be seen by the 
participants. Perhaps the student looking back towards Bill would make Dores turn around and at 
this point Bill would be invited per se to contribute, so the initiator in some sense can encourage 
conversation.  Thus,  these  consecutive  shifts  of  gaze  are  ways  of  redoing,  reworking  the  two 
relevant objects of potential relevance. Looking at the computer serves to provide information and 
looking  at  the  student  plays  on  the  availability  issue.  Bill  is  showing interest,  opening  up  the 
possibility  of  being  invited  to  the  conversation  by  making  himself  visible,  or  look as  if  he  is 
someone that might be able to assist in some way. However, as similarly explored these pre-work 
actions go unnoticed, occasioning no reaction from the co-participants.
In this instance we saw how one might begin to turn towards a computer screen then turn to one of 
the participants, then away and then back again and begin to speak, displaying all sorts of behaviour 
to indicate that you are ready to speak. The initiator sets up a potential demand on others which 
does not get noticed. There are no signs of any sort of acknowledgment, or change in orientation 
towards the initiator as he is making these pre-initiation gestures in any of these fragments explored. 
So it is not just about turn-completion, the pre-work that goes on prior to the initiation turn is not 
just  there  to  monitor  the  conversation  and  enter  it  as  soon  as  they  reach  some  sort  of  turn 
completion (the way it was for the previous chapter). This suggest that there might be a way in 
which one can behave to make the other notice and get invited.
These fragments explored, set the ground for discussion around the pre-work that goes on before 
intervening.  What  we  found  is  that  this  pre-work  seems  to  be  intended  to  be  visible  by  the 
participant to perhaps induce some sort of invitation to speak and join the conversation. This brings 
forward the possibility to explore the instances where the individual actually manages to get invited 
to join a conversation.
So  let  us  explore  another  instance  where  the  pre-initiation  is  noticed,  having  indeed 
interactional  consequences.  This  next  instance  is  taken  from the  renewable  energy firm,  Frank 
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(project developer manager) has moved across the office to go talk to Simon (lead project engineer) 
and he is  standing facing him, while Simon is  sitting down at  his  desk.  In the course of  their 
conversation Albert (lead project engineer) who is giving them his back turns around and asks a 
question related to their topic of conversation.
Fragment 4: Renewable Energy Firm 
1. Simon: I’ll ca:ll the guy fro:m >the ministry now> 
2. Frank: yea but even he: you know he the mini:stry guy >is just you know> 
3.        from his (.) story line you know why the environment concerns they 
4.        have a bid up (.) you know integra:ted [u:h understanding to 
5. Simon:                                        [yea °i know° 
6. Frank: see you know there are other things to consider just maybe if it’s 
7.        that good why not call them↑ to s[ee an expert maybe they ask them 
8. Simon:                                  [yu you think just just send them 
9.        an email 
10. Frank: equal both sides 
11. Simon: yea (.) both of them= 
12. Albert: =oh did you: actually contact these guys I gave you 
13.        (.) are they good↑ 
14. Frank: ah they seem (.) yea they seem (.) professional                            
Similarly to the previous instances analysed, the initiator in the pre-initiation displays interest in the 
conversation before  verbally  intervening.  Albert  turns  towards  Frank the  moment  in  which the 
conversation becomes visibly relevant to him at the mentioning of “them” on line 11, referring to 
an external company that Albert himself had advised to contact. As Albert turns, Frank given the 
spatial organisation facing both Albert and Simon sees him and glances at him. The images of Angle 
1 in the next page show Albert turning and looking at Frank, during this look his mouth is slightly 
opened as if to begin to speak. While the image of Angle 2 shows Frank in the same line of gaze as 
Albert.
At “send them” on line 8-9 Albert re-positions his body back to his computer screen, giving the 
participants his back. This is similar to the previous fragment (Fragment 2) which also showed how 
the initiator may look and then look away from the co-participants to be seen to be interested in the 
conversation aiming to get some sort of invitation to speak, here it is not just a steady look towards 
Frank but a complete rotation of the body with the chair and a complete orientation back making 





  A      S                                   F
This brings forward another interesting element of these instances in open offices, which suggests 
that pre-initiations can be closely dependent upon the physical arrangement of the participants. In 
previous fragments, the participants are relatively far from each other usually with one participant 
only having visible access to the initiator, resulting in exaggerated and upgraded forms of gestures 
to be noticed. However, in this instance the gaze is enough to be treated as an invitation to speak 
because it occurs in the same line of gaze.
Eventually Albert on the micro pause of line 11 “yea (.) both of them” leans back slightly, 
and as observed in previous fragments this indicates how hesitations or micro pauses can induce 
someone to turn around towards them and see them as a possible break in the conversation for you 
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Figure 5. Albert displaying initial interest in the conversation by turning towards the co-participants.
Angle 1 - Albert turning towards Frank.
                Simon        Albert                       Simon         Albert                          Simon            Albert    
Angle 2 - Frank placed in the same line of gaze as Albert.
              Computer                                  Looks at Frank                                        Looks at computer
A: - - - - - - - - -,,..______________..- - - - -
     -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , 
F:            why not call them↑ to s[ee an 
   ——————————————————————————————-————————————————————————————— 
       Looking at Simon                                      
S:                  [yu you think just just send them an email   
to perhaps make a contribution. He leans back on his swivel chair, turns his chair, head and body 
slightly to the left and glances at Frank again, who reciprocates the look and by turn completion of 
line 11 Albert verbally joins the conversation. Thus, making the reciprocated glance an invitation to 
join, a legitimate way in the conversation. However, even though Albert receives a look before 
joining, the movement between A-B to A-B-C still rests on some visual involvement of C first, 
Albert indeed turns around first displaying interest.
Other times this interest participants have in conversations that may occur around them is 
not only displayed in the form of a look, such as “looking in a conversation” (Lerner, 1993) and 
then  displayed  by  physically  moving  into  the  conversation,  but  it  is  more  dramatically  about 
establishing co-presence and orientation to enable episodes of talk before verbally joining. Let us 
explore another instance of joining conversation taken from the same renewable energy firm, of 
when C becomes progressively involved in A-B conversation without verbally intervening straight 
away. It features Frank (project developer manager) speaking to Rob (technical draftsman from the 
engineering team) about a diagram that Rob was working on together with Tim (also technical 
draftsman from the engineering team) showing on his computer screen the elevation of buildings. 
At some point Tim joins their conversation by making a comment about the building showing on 
the diagram. 
Fragment 5: Renewable Energy Firm 
1. Frank: yes it’s not hundred percent perfect but this i:s nice i like the 
2.        elevation mode (.) okay (.) thank you very much for this   
3. Rob:   i haven’t completed the mega the total mega= 
4. Frank: =oh no this is fine this is not so much the story probably we have 
5.        to take off anyway a couple of details 
6. Tim:   wha about [the  
7. Rob:             [>about the buildings> ↑ 
8. Tim:   those modules on the buildings 
9. Rob:   how are they going [to take out the buildings 
10. Frank:                    [they a no they have to be 
11.        removed and they have to cut off here there trees 
12.        so this is not not a perfect plot and we are not 
13.        even we are not sure if that’s that is the latest 
What we see from the transcript is that Tim begins to formulate a question on line 7 “what about 
the” pointing at  the screen, being unproblematically treated by the co-participants but actually 
overlapped  at  “the”  by  his  team  member  Rob  who  finishes  the  question  “about the 
buildings”.  Tim  then  resumes  to  specify  “those modules of the buildings”.  This 
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comment initiated by Tim on line 6 is topically relevant with regard to the prior turn that Frank 
made on lines 4-5 about taking off “a couple of details” from the diagram and both Rob and Tim 
display their concern about whether the modules of the building would be part of these details that 
would need to be taken off. The sequential import of Tim joining the conversation is further taken 
forward  by  Rob  who  lays  out  the  issue  further  in  the  form  of  another  question  (line  9)  and 
eventually Frank responds. So we see how the initiating turn is designed to intend a course of action 
that enables some kind of discussion around a work issue and eventually a resolution of it. 
If we look at the bodily conduct which accommodates this interaction, we see how Tim displays a 
much stronger visual and physical involvement in their conversation before speaking compared to 
other instances explored so far in this chapter. As illustrated in the written transcript below showing 
precedent lines of the conversation between Frank and Rob, and the visual transcript in the next 
page, a minute and thirty-seconds before Tim intervenes, Frank makes a comment on line 1 “ah 
wow this is nice”. This comment refers to something on the screen which catches Tim’s 
attention as he responds to it by moving his body and head from his screen to the left, towards them. 
Excerpt 1 of Fragment 5: from around one minute and thirty-seconds earlier. 
1. Frank: ah wow this is nice 
2. Rob: two and 
3. Frank: how di-did you do that hahaha i like this 
4. Rob: ah i:t’s in google °google earth°  
5. Frank: yea as a: as a standard as a standard front or what ↑ 
Frank’s appreciation for something on the screen is upgraded on line 3 with “how di-did you 
do that hahaha i like this” to which Rob responds that it is an image from Google 
Earth. The sequential import of line 4 is for Tim to shake his chair, roll it back, stand up and move 
around their desk and physically join the co-participants’ trajectory of gaze towards the computer 
screen standing behind Rob next to Frank (for 33 seconds before speaking). Thus, displaying not 
only his interest in the conversation but making himself part of it without having to verbally say 
anything. Tim’s physical involvement is unproblematically treated by his colleagues who continue 
with their conversation. Tim then sits on the empty desk next to the co-participants and continues to 
attentively look at the computer screen and follow their conversation (see Figure 6, next page).
Frank then straightens his back and looks up from the computer screen and looks at Tim while 
saying  “yes it’s not hundred percent perfect but this i:s nice i like the 
elevation mode (.) okay (.) thank you very much for this”  (see  line  1  of 
transcript on the previous page) thus acknowledging Tim’s work and recognising him as a member 
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of the conversation and including him before he even spoke (see image i, Figure 7 below). Tim 
responds by nodding and reciprocates the look (see image ii, Figure 7, below).
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Figure 7. Frank looks at Tim before Tim speaks including him in the conversation.
   Frank        Tim     Rob                                 Frank     Rob  Tim                                   
i    ii
         Nods his head  
        Looking at computer                                                Looks at Frank
                        ________________________________________________,,..______
Tim:            
      -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - ,
Frank:  not hundred percent perfect but this i:s nice 
        ________________,,. - - - - - - - - - - - 
                    Looks at Tim                      Looks at computer
Rob:   - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
       Looking at his computer
        Frank Rob                     Tim   Frank    Rob                        Tim   Frank Rob                    Tim
Figure 6. Upgrading the display in interest in the conversation from looking to standing up.
                                                                       Shakes chair/moves it back/gets up        Looking at computer            Looks at F&R
          __________________,,.._________________________________________
T:  
      -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -
F: nice       how di-did you do that hahaha i like this   
   - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
         Looking at Rob’s computer
R:     to and                                                                                                   ah i:t’s in google °google earth°
        - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -                            
           Looking at his computer
We see co-participants inviting and welcoming other members to a conversation making all sorts of 
invitations to speak resting on a physical involvement of the joining member first. Tim therefore 
progressively joins their conversation, so unlike what most studies claim about not being part of a 
conversation until you have become a “ratified” member of the conversation, we see that joining a 
conversation  is  not  necessarily  the  moment  in  which  you  verbally  speak.  One  can  argue  that 
actually  if  someone  turns  around  and  is  basically  in  between  people  that  are  talking  (like  in 
Fragment 3), or like in this case actually physically sitting with them and receiving eye contact, they 
have joined in some kind of way. What these instances are showing is that initiators are indeed 
“part” of the conversation much earlier than when they verbally intervene.
As we have seen in this chapter ‘knowledge sharing’ can be approached in multiple ways 
with colleagues joining conversations to help and contribute constructively in some way and how it 
is unproblematically treated by co-participants. However, joining a conversation may not always be 
welcomed by co-participants. Here is a final instance taken from the administrative office, of when 
someone  joins  a  conversation  and  encounters  the  practical  problem  of  joining  a  conversation 
resulting in a potential distraction. As we can see from the instance illustrated below taken from the 
administrative office, Dores and Bill are helping Paul (a student) with an inquiry about his course 
modules and they are now trying to understand what program the student is part of. On line 6 Pam, 
who was carrying out her own individual work turns around and joins the conversation. 
Fragment 6: Administrative Office 
1. Bill: which [post graduate 
2. Dores:      [what 
3. Paul: a: (.) ess gee program 
4. Dores:°ess gee program° 
5. Bill: ehm  
6. Pam:  student abroad ↑ 
7. Bill: so ah [wha wha which ah sorry 
8. Pam:        [a-                         
9. Bill: hah[ah which modules are you taking 
10.Pam:     [haha no problem 
However,  as illustrated in the visual  transcript  on the next page and the verbal  one above,  the 
intervention from Pam is not as delicate as the interventions explored in previous fragments. Here 
her abrupt intervention mid-conversation is not unproblematically treated by the co-participants like 
those we examined in  the  previous  instances.  Bill  is  faced with  moral  obligations  towards  the 
student he is speaking to and the colleague who has interrupted, and instead of letting Pam join the 
conversation and grant  her  next  speaker,  he gains  back the floor.  On line 7  he says  “so ah” 
continuing to address the student and not responding to Pam’s comment. Bill’s denial of Pam as the 
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next speaker is treated by her as problematic as she turns rapidly away from Bill and the student, 
back towards her screen. Bill turns away from Pam and does not “let her join”, displaying that she 
does not seem to have made a relevant contribution which is worth taking up on. Bill ensures that a 
potential distraction, topic wise, is dismissed. This rapid movement is treated by Bill with a sense of 
remorse in his action by apologising to her saying “sorry”.
After having explored in this chapter how critical and functional to a successful initiation the pre-
initiation stage is and how successful turns are designed, we can see how the lack of a pre-initiation 
in this problematic instance is perhaps another reason to why it gets dismissed. The colleague, Pam, 
does  not  manage  to  legitimise  her  entry  to  talk  and  make  herself  a  ratified  member  of  the 
conversation. She does not first turn around and makes herself visible in any way. The initiator is 
not  delicate  in  the  way in  which she  intervenes,  “student abroad↑” is  said  abruptly  and 
interrupting the co-participants; the design of the turn is not aimed to get the physical alignment of 
both participants  it  is  just  vocally  heedlessly  said.  This  could perhaps  be viewed as  not  being 
sensitive towards the colleague’s current role in the conversation, almost undermining his role in the 
existing conversation, something that the other instances explored so systematically aimed not to 
do.
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Figure 8. Pam turns around abruptly and does not successfully join the conversation.
       Paul      Bill      Dores     Pam               Paul     Bill    Dores   Pam                 Paul       Bill      Dores      Pam
                   Looking at Dores   Looks at Chun 
   - - - - -,,..__________________________________________________ 
Bill: ehm                 so ah [wha wha which ah sorry hahah
            -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - , -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -, -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -,
Pam:        student abroad↑
                      Looks at student               Looks at Bill
                           Turns chair around                                 Turns back towards her computer 
So after analysing successful instances of people joining conversation in open offices, we learn how 
sometimes  joining  someone’s  conversation  can  be  problematic  and  result  in  dismissal.  It  is 
interesting to see how this is dealt with, seemingly delicately, but as we have observed it is not 
quite: we see how elements of backstage (who is going to help with the student, solving the issue, 
dismissing a potential distraction) are managed front stage (by laughing, apologising, dismissing a 
colleague by steering the conversation away from someone).
7.4 Discussion
i. CA studies in institutional settings (McHoul, 1978; Atkinson and Drew, 1979; Heath, 1986; 
Clayman 1987; Greatbatch, 1988; Boden, 1994) are more concerned with conversations between 
people to which there is a clear stop and break in the conversation; a clear entry and exit to the talk. 
Instead, joinings in open offices do not require a greeting at the onset they are deployed in a state of 
flux, allowing for participants to enter it and exit, be disregarded or disengage at any point in time 
without  announcing  it.  The  open  office  environment  allows  for  the  flexibility  of  these 
‘contributions’  to  occur  sometimes  as  temporary  short  conversations  or  at  times  as  joining 
someone’s conversation until completion. Unlike the previous chapter explored where a colleague 
was waiting to talk to someone by active monitoring, anticipating conversation closure,  joining 
conversation is carried out mid-conversation, though still initiating talk so it is not disruptive and 
does not completely interrupt the flow of the conversation.
During some of these instances we see how someone is asking for help, however at some point the 
colleague  displays  some  sort  of  inability  to  help,  which  could  indicate  a  potential  movement 
towards  closure  as  there  is  no  other  reason  for  the  conversation  to  continue  once  it  has  been 
established that the person cannot help. For example, in Fragment 3 “no one °contacted me°” 
occasions Bill  to make his contribution at  turn completion of this  utterance.  We learn how the 
initiation turn is timely relevant joining at a point of irresolvability of the current issue and the 
content of the initiating turn is both sensitive to the prior turn and positioned with regard to the 
immediate prior turn.
ii. The studies that do focus on joinings (Pillet-Shore, 2010), though they similarly look at 
issues  of  participants  preferring  to  be  invited  to  conversations,  however,  are  concerned  with 
instances occurring between people that do not necessarily know each other, or that are not in the 
same  room  while  the  conversation  is  occurring  thus  focusing  on  issues  of  having  to  join  a 
conversation that is unknown. While in the instances explored in this chapter the person making the 
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contribution  is  indeed  in  the  same  room  when  the  conversation  between  the  other  people  is 
occurring, thus being in constant co-presence. So unlike literature from Pillet-Shore (2010) who 
considers settings of outsiders joining a conversation, the person wishing to join the conversation in 
this chapter does not arrive on the scene as he/she is always physically present, but needs to move 
from the background to the foreground. In these open offices we saw how at times a new comer 
would come in the conversation but the contribution would still be made by the colleague that is in 
co-presence with the conversation occurring. So we learn how initiating talk producing something 
that is topically relevant is possible in these work environments without having to be updated on the 
evolving issues (Pillet-Shore, 2010). This is because the participants in my data are sitting next to 
each other and they are colleagues that have access, if wanted, to what others are saying exactly.
This  chapter  has  observed  how  individuals  that  know  each  other  may  organise  themselves 
differently when making a contribution as opposed to non acquainted people as Pillet-Shore (2010) 
explored in her studies. In open offices, even if people know each other, they delicately deal with 
one another. In Fragment 6, Bill apologies for cutting off Pam’s attempt to join in, showing how 
acquainted people deal  with dismissal  issues.  This instance clearly displays that  tension widely 
spoken about in literature between “knowledge sharing” and “distraction” that  has been widely 
spoken about in chapter 2 and explored in various different instances in previous chapters.
In other instances we explored how the delicacy in which participants design the turn, is unique to 
this setting, achieved by delicately extending the talk or making use of artefacts like picking up a 
pen,  as  a  resource  to  give  people  time  to  get  mutual  gaze  and  achieve  mutual  alignment  to 
collaboratively include both participants (Fragment 3). In this instance we learn how the initiation 
turn  is  deferential  to  the  co-worker  designing  the  turn  as  a  suggestion  rather  than  an  order, 
progressively  achieving  a  collaborative  turn  completion.  The  way  the  initiator  comes  in  to 
participate with the colleague to help the student, suggests elements of team work, without over 
riding and taking over the conversation. 
iii. This chapter equally questions what it means to ‘join’ a conversation, which as we have 
explored can be different from traditional CA studies on initiating talk. These studies, claim that it 
can be “recipient selective”, so by looking at someone it can display availability, looking at 
someone could encourage someone to look back and speak to you (Goodwin, 1981; Heath 1986; 
Heritage 1984; Schegloff, 2007 p.59; Schegloff et al., 1977). Other CA studies as we have explored 
look at “pre-beginnings” as all the visible and audible behaviour that occurs before speaking which 
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contribute to ensuring recipiency (Schegloff, 1996, Mondada, 2007 p.197). However, though pre-
initiations play a significant role in joining conversations in open office spaces we see how pre-
initiation stage is at times not always so alienated from initiation, and people may progressively join 
a conversation. So unlike what most institutional setting literature claims about participants not 
being part of a conversation until one becomes a “ratified” member of the conversation, we see that 
joining a conversation in this type of workplace is not necessarily the moment in which one verbally 
speaks. While in the previous chapters we explored a clear distinction between pre-initiation and 
initiation stage. In this chapter we are questioning the act of ‘joining’ a conversation, as here we 
have explored the spatial orientation of participants to enable the joining of conversations. We have 
shown how if someone turns around and is basically in between people that are talking (Fragment 
3), or actually physically sitting with them and receiving eye contact (Fragment 6) they have joined 
in some kind of way. What these instances are showing is that initiators can be indeed ‘part’ of the 
conversation much earlier than when they verbally intervene.
The physical orientation towards a conversation and then the physical re-positioning back to their 
individual work displays how in open offices one may engage and disengage at any time (Fragment 
2). These joining can indeed  be visibly temporary. This physical orientation is visible in the pre-
initiation, where we see that in all instances participants indeed display interest and desire to speak 
much earlier than when they verbally join, in order to be noticed aiming at the possibility to be 
invited to the conversation. Thus, physical proximity in open offices allows for conversations to be 
heard and to be easily joined however, sometimes it allows for the non visibility of important 
interactional cues such as early interest in someone’s conversation. This results in people having to 
make exaggerated and longer pre-initiations to talk that go beyond CA findings of pre-beginnings of 
“head movements, gaze redirections, onset of gestures, incipient facial expressions, in-breaths, 
‘uh(m)’ tokens” (Schegloff, 1996, Mondada, 2007 p.197). Instead, in open offices we see successive 
gazing, glances towards and glances away in a state of readiness to speak, opening the mouth as if 
to being to speak. We see how participants establish co-presence and orientation, displaying the 
desire to be invited in order to intervene in an already established conversation, showing the highly 
differentiated ways in which pre-initiations are organised to join a conversation.  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8. Outlouds in Open Offices
8.1 Introduction
It is common for office environments to be infused with moments where people say things 
outloud which do not necessarily or in obvious ways demand anything of others,  this common 
occurrence has been termed by Goffman (1981) as self-talk: “an out loud version of reverie” (p. 80) 
that is accountable, however it is not necessarily responsive, those entities exposed to self-talk are 
merely ‘actors’ and ‘witnesses’ and have no obligation to respond (p. 89, 94). Self-talk occurs when 
people are found in the same place and have access to hearing one another, just like an open office 
setting would entail, some of this self-talk at work includes muttering, talk under one’s breath, or at 
times more outspoken vocalisations. For example the two instances below from the administrative 
office both feature Dores and two other colleagues carrying out their individual work in silence, and 
at some point Dores utters a vocalisation to which nobody responds.
Fragment 1. Administration Office
1. Dores:   Ah: minutes (.) haven’t done minutes in a while 
Fragment 2. Administration Office
1. Dores:   I can’t remember what I was doing (.) oh yes 
These are interesting instances for displaying and accounting for showing an activity in which the 
main speaker is engaged in or about to be engaged in. In Fragment 1 Dores, is announcing the 
beginning of her new activity which is embedded in the change of her work activity from doing 
something on the computer to doing minutes and in Fragment 2 she is similarly announcing that she 
is about to embark in a new activity. During these instances the main speaker’s bodily orientation 
does not indicate any particular alignment towards any particular co-participant, having no speaker 
selective characteristics. It is not designed to generate any conversation and/or reach mutual gaze, in 
a way, the participant closes off  an opportunity to speak as the utterances are designed as self 
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explanatory, specific to their personal work not necessarily requiring a comment, thus placing no 
obligation on the colleagues to address them. So this set of instances is not that they cannot be 
responded to but they do not somehow make it potentially incumbent on someone else to respond to 
it or inquire about them. However, the way they are designed renders the activity that the colleague 
is undertaking visible such that one may inform the other on what they are doing, bringing to light 
how it is not just about giving information but they are about announcing on set specific work 
activities.  
Goffman  (1981)  also  discusses  other  kinds  of  outlouds  that  routinely  give  rise  to 
conversations called response cries, “namely exclamatory interjections which are not full-fledged 
words," considered as “non-lexicalised sounds, a dramatisation of our relief and self-congratulation 
in the achievement” of a specific action which are to be differentiated from instances of self-talk 
(Goffman, 1981, p.99, 101). In Goffman’s words they can be “floor cues”  uttered in the “hope — 
for — the hearers to strike up a conversation,” for example one may utter “good God!” hoping for a 
response such as “what is it?” requiring some sort of request for information back; raising issues 
around legitimacy, elements of deference and demeanour (Goffman, 1981, p.100, 113).
Within workplace studies, ‘outlouds’ have been explored in various settings, such as underground 
control  rooms  (Heath  and  Luff  1992),  dealing  rooms  (Heath  et  al.,  1995),  operation  rooms 
(Goodwin, 1996), telecommunication control offices (Hindmarsh, 1997), news rooms (Heath et al., 
1997) and editorial offices (Heath et al., 2002). In these studies it has been argued that through 
general ‘outlouds’ (Heath et al., 1995) and/or ‘exclamatory noticings’ (Hindmarsh, 1997) people are 
able to evoke some sort of reply or acknowledgment from neighbouring participants. As explored in 
previous chapters ‘peripheral monitoring’ (Heath et al., 1995, Schmidt, 2002) plays an essential role 
in both individual and collaborative work,  contributing to awareness of each other’s work,  and 
speakers may deliver information in the form of outlouds in a way that does not necessarily demand 
anyone to respond to it but it is still available for everyone to hear. For example, in financial dealing 
rooms they found how people often shout out loud information of their current tasks, not designed 
for  any  particular  dealer;  found  to  be  a  “relatively  economic  way  of  informing  a  number  of 
recipients” (Heath et al., 1995, p.156). 
In editorial offices, dealing rooms and newsrooms they found how outloud “remarks render the 
materials on which — someone — is working on selectively ‘visible’ to his colleagues” (Heath et 
al.,  1995,  p.157).  An outloud may be relevant  to  someone in the domain,  and a  specific work 
activity is rendered visible by the vocalisation, Hindmarsh (1997), in his analysis of ‘exclamatory 
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noticings’ notes how outlouds “give a ‘sense’ of the occasioning phenomenon”, they “pique not 
only another's  interest  in the activities  of  the vocaliser,  but  more specifically an interest  in the 
objects to which they are attending to” (Hindmarsh, 1997 p.204; Heath and Hindmarsh, 2000, p.
323). So an outloud is considered “publicly available” but also, outlouds “seemingly potentially 
disruptive to others in the room” are indeed sensitively designed” (Jirotka and Luff 2004, p.316, 
317).
Though Goffman’s work (1981) and workplace studies point to some relevant issues on 
outlouds, as they are noted to be ‘sensitively designed’ and generating interest, these vocalisations 
remain under examined in literature. By further exploring instances of outlouds in this chapter that 
are distinctive to the workplace, we can build on these studies and refine our understanding of how 
they work, comparing them to other institutional encounters. Instances of outlouds from one of the 
office settings explored in this thesis, will be explored in this chapter, and analysed in terms of how 
they are designed, organised and treated by co-participants. The administrative office, was found to 
be exceptionally high in frequency of these moments of vocalisations, revealing some aspects of 
this particular domain as unique. Essentially the nature of the work itself in this office is so that 
each person has their own individual responsibility but the nature of their work requires of them to 
sometimes discuss certain work matters together or seek assistance. So colleagues in this office 
environment engage in these particular individual activities and actually on occasions they seem to 
demand some sort of interdependence with others, and this chapter shows a kind of deferential 
delicate organisation unique to this setting which enables interdependencies to be established. 
By virtue of the openness of this setting, something as simple as seemingly ‘speaking to yourself’ 
can become relevant to colleagues and this final empirical chapter will explore how certain kinds of 
outloud give rise to conversations. The first section of this chapter will analyse outlouds that come 
close to Goffman’s type of ‘response cry’ which successfully induces conversation and receives a 
response, and the second part of this chapter will explore a different type of outloud looking at some 
differences and similarities between them in terms of how they are designed, organised and treated 
by co-participants.
8.2 Exploring ‘Response Cries’
Let us start by exploring a first instance of an outloud which comes close to what Goffman 
refers  to  as  a  response  cry.  Three  colleagues  (Pam,  Dores  and Liz)  have been now silent  and 
working for five minutes at their own individual desks, and out of the blue Pam delivers an outloud.
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Fragment 3. Administration Office 
1. Pam:    A:h  
2.        (1.0)  
3.         such heada::↑che 
4. Dores:  aheh (laughing out-breath) 
5. Pam:    this is >Loretta said> haha this is no↑t ri↑ght it 
6.         has to be at least two thousand words 
7.         (1.5) 
8. Liz:    how lo:ng is her examination↓ 
9. Pam:    two hour exam 
Looking  at  the  transcript  above,  the  utterance  “A:h”  looks  like  a  classic  example  of 
Goffman’s type of response cry. It contains a dramatisation in the form of a non-lexicalized sound 
and it is uttered while carrying out a specific task, in this case what appears to be her own individual 
work at the computer screen. This utterance receives no verbal response and it is followed by a one-
second  silence  (line  2).  Pam  then  provides  some  further  information  “such heada::↑che” 
without explaining the cause of the headache and without directing the talk at anyone in particular; 
she does not address anyone by name in the talk.
Despite its vagueness the response that the utterance on line 3 receives is of immediate laughter by 
Dores  (line  4),  which  is  rather  peculiar  given  that  Pam has  just  expressed  some  sort  of  pain 
dramatisation and may not be considered appropriate to laugh at someone who has a headache. 
Also, the laughter, appears to be sequentially completing the talk, as Dores does not verbally ask 
anything to Pam, closing off an opportunity for further talk.
On line 5, we see how Pam does not treat the laughter as problematic and instead expands further 
her  talk  (“this is >Loretta said> haha this is no↑t ri↑ght it has to be at 
least two thousand words”).  This  expansion,  presents  more  clues  to  the  headache  issue 
brought forward and it is followed by a rather long silence of 1.5 seconds, and as we see on line 8 
occasions someone else to join the conversation, thereby generating further interest. On line 8, the 
other colleague, Liz, goes into the matter of work and asks a question specifically related to the 
length of “her examination”; which seems to be topically unrelated to the topic of “words” (brought 
forward on line 6), but nevertheless it is treated as unproblematic by Pam who responds to it straight 
away (“two hour exam”). So even if at first it may see like the talk could have ended with line 4, 
the exchange evolves with another person joining. This suggests that Liz treats it  as potentially 
relevant to her which may have to do with the fact that she is the manager of the office and part of 
her role is to provide guidance and help with work issues. 
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If we look at the visible aspects of behaviour we see how this instance is more complex than 
it appears analysing the talk only. With the talk only we do not get a sense of how the response cry 
is physically designed, who it is designed for and how the participants physically treat and respond 
to  it.  Firstly,  Pam’s  response cry  “A:h” is  extended,  animated and coupled with  a  movement, 
specifically a hand gesture that involves touching her own face. She places her left hand over her 
forehead and slides down to her eyes, nose and mouth, putting her head down abruptly resting on 
the hand. This bodily conduct is commonly seen as an act of displaying despair, the talk and gesture 
of touching her forehead is alluding to pain in her head.
This response cry occasions an immediate reaction from one colleague Dores who turns to Pam and 
looks at her (see Image ii, Figure 1 in the next page). Dores remains oriented towards Pam who still 
has her hand over her face and after the 1.0 second silence Pam lifts up her head and produces a 
second  utterance  “such heada::che”.  The  utterance  “such heada::che”  gives  some 
details on what the response cry is referring to, in this case something causing a “headache”. During 
the 1.0 second silence Pam is holding her hand still over her face, stressing on the despair. Dores 
visibly  remains  engaged towards  Pam; so  this  second utterance is  built  on  the  fact  that  it  has 
generated sone visible interest from one of the colleagues.
As we can see from Image ii, the second utterance is delivered while being oriented away from the 
co-participants, Pam does not completely turn around towards one of the colleague and says the 
utterance. Pam utters “such heada::che” while looking at her computer screen, topicalising the 
conversation with something related to the computer screen, such as an email, displaying frustration 
with a work related activity. The same way that Heath et al.,  (1995) and Heath and Hindmarsh 
(2000) note, this response cry is visibly embodied within the orientation of something produced on 
the screen and it ties with the open plan office aspect of making use of artefacts around the office to 
cross reference some kind of work activity.
The word “heada::↑che” is said with an upward intonation, significantly high pitched, with a 
joking tone of voice and extension of the utterance. The bodily conduct is however alluding to 
despair and displaying something painful, while the joking tone is alluding to a comical situation. 
Dores, treats this second utterance “such heada::che” as comical, as she produces an out-
breath  of  laughter  while  looking  at  Pam,  thus  responding  to  the  joking  tone  and  not  the 
dramatisation of an act of despair portrayed by the bodily conduct and talk. 
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So even though at first by looking at the talk, Dores’ laughing response may seem like closing off 
and  opportunity  to  speak,  in  Goffman’s  terms  the  response  cry  “induces”  some  sort  of 
communication (Goffman, 1981 p.113). The looking combined with the laughter engender other 
things besides displaying interest, as it also provides an opportunity for the main speaker (Pam) to 
either expand the conversation to a work related sequence or terminate the conversation and reorient 
to their own individual work. 
At this point Pam takes the opportunity to elaborate on the work matter and expand on the 
issue she is having. This time she turns to Liz and says “this is >Loretta said> this is 
no↑t ri↑ght haha it has to be at least two thousand words”. This time she does 
not orient away from her co-participants but looks directly at Liz. She explicitly opens up her bodily 
conduct towards Liz by looking at her even tough Liz is looking at her own computer screen (see 
Image i on the next page). Liz’s emerging participation is triggered by “this is not right”, at 
the mentioning of some sort of trouble, she turns around to look at Pam at the word “not” (see 
Image ii, on the next page. So Liz treats  the expansion as potentially relevant to her, as she may be 
able to help with the issue.
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      ⬇Left hand over her forehead   ⬇Takes hand off 
                 ⬇ Moves head down                 ⬇Lifts head up  
                                                          ⬇ Computer        Looking to the left       
          __________________. . .______,,______ 
Pam:   A:h - - - - - - - - - -, such heada::che 
Dores:                                  aheh 
      _____________,,...________________________ 
                                      ⬆ Looking at keyboard  ⬆Turns to Pam
Figure 1. Response cry delivery, alignment and sequential import.
         Pam    Dores                    Liz             Pam   Dores                   Liz              Pam  Dores                 Liz
  
    i                                                 ii                                              iii
However, Pam at this point goes back to looking at her computer screen again topicalising the issue 
again related to an email on the computer screen received by Loretta.  Liz remains oriented towards 
Pam until the termination of the utterance “it has to be at least two thousand words”, 
after which she turns back to looking at her own computer screen and lifts her body up from the 
chair (Image i, Figure 3, on the next page). On image ii we see how Liz loudly places herself back 
down,  occasioning first  Dores  to  begin to  turn towards Liz,  which occasions Pam to also turn 
towards Liz. This movement of lifting her body up and down from the chair is done during the 1.5 
seconds of silence, she is therefore displaying preparation to speak. The moment in which Pam 
begins to turn towards Liz, Liz begins to speak and asks “how long is her examination↓”. 
Liz  then  takes  off  the  glasses  and  turns  to  Pam at  “her”  displaying  full  commitment  to  the 
conversation (see Figure 3, on the next page). 
Again there seems to be a conflicting matter at hand, as Pam’s talk on line 5 alludes to a serious 
matter describing what is now the cause of the headache, while the joking tone and the presence of 
laughter is alluding to a comical situation. Liz however orients to the serious matter and does not 
respond to  the joking tone (the way Dores  did on line 4 by laughing).  Liz  responds to  Pam’s 
expansion of description of the frustration she is experiencing in dealing with a work related issue 
asking about Loretta’s examination, thus displaying her awareness of the topic of conversation and 
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                            ⬇ Looks at Liz               ⬇ Looks at Computer                                       
_______,,..___________________________,,..__________________________ 
Pam: this is >Loretta said> haha this is no↑t ri↑ght haha it        
Liz: _________________________________,,..________________ 
                                 ⬆ Looking at computer                                            ⬆Turns to Pam
Dores: 
              ____________________________________________________________________________ 
              ⬆ Looking at Pam
Figure 2. Pam targeting Liz and Liz’s emerging bodily participation by orienting towards Pam.
                Pam    Dores                           Liz                                Pam      Dores                         Liz   
 i                                                                       ii
how “this is not right” and “two thousand word” refers to the module description. We see how the 
main speaker does not directly ask for help, but she ends up getting offered help, by getting her 
colleague Liz involved and asking questions about it. 
Moreover, we see how Liz during this instance does not respond to the response cry immediately. 
By just uttering the response cry “A:h (1.0) such heada::↑che” she is presenting an issue 
but she could potentially be solving it on her own, or a minimal response could suffice, i.e., Dores’ 
laughing token. However, the continuation and the description of the issue, displaying frustration 
through describing what is going on and that “something is not right” displays that you need help 
with it. It engenders Liz to get involved and Liz’s response indeed displays understanding of Pam’s 
frustration and eventually helps her find a solution.
Interestingly Pam is not talking about a completely new topic of conversation. This response cry 
holds ties with a topic of conversation that came up five minutes earlier. Pam, Dores and Liz were 
carrying out their individual work when Pam stopped looking at what appeared to be an email on 
her  computer  screen.  She pushed her  chair  back turned towards Liz and began to speak about 
Loretta who made a mistake in their module course work description (see Excerpt 1, on the next 
page).
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Figure 3. Liz’s emerging verbal participation.
            Pam    Dores                       Liz            Pam   Dores                        Liz            Pam  Dores                     Liz
     ⬇ Looking at computer screen                       Turns to Liz       
        ____________________________________________________________,.______________________________________ 
 P:  it has to be at least two thousand words - - - - - - - - - -,- - - -   
 L:                                           how long is her examination↓ 
     ___________________________________________________,,,…____________ 
                                 ⬆ Looking at Liz                                  Looks at computer                                           ⬆Turns to Pam                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                        Lifts her body up from chair               Body down on chair loudly     ⬆Takes her glasses off
   D:   ______________________________________________________,._________________________________
             ⬆ Looking at Pam                                                                                                    ⬆Turns to Liz  
Excerpt 1: of Fragment 3 from five minutes earlier.
1. Pam:  Ah: sorry five hundred words is incorrect hahaha 
2.       (1.5) 
3. Liz:  well guess what↓ it’s he:r module if she hasn’t modified it the:n= 
4. Pam:  =she says it is probably two: tho:usands five hundred haha 
5. Pam:  No okay I’ll just tell her  
6. Liz:  I mean that’s how it’s approved the module yea if she wants to 
7.       change it 
8. Pam:  yea 
So the frustration on Fragment 3 is oriented towards a previous conversation and refers to 
the reoccurring issue with someone, bringing to light a source of shared history of the office. We 
have observed how the laughing tone is in contrast with her act of despair displayed by the pain she 
was alluding to by holding her head. This is because the laughing tone may be alluding to the issue 
that is there already as a re-occuring one, already brought forward earlier (as we can see in Excerpt 
1 above) to which she has apologised for by saying “sorry” on line 1. Therefore, the light hearted 
tone on this instance (Fragment 3) is displaying some sort of comical link with the pursue of this 
issue. It displays that she does not want to appear to be bothering the colleagues once again on a 
matter that is persistent during the day, but she is indeed bringing it up again and needs help with it.
Other times response cries can be designed differently and can be more direct. Let us now 
consider  another  instance  that  also  gets  a  response  from  the  co-participant  but  this  time  the 
alignment and response is immediate. This response cry is being delivered at the presence of only 
one other colleague in the office, laying slightly different sequential obligations on the sole co-
participant, and possible recipient, in comparison to the previous instance explored of more of an 
emerging participation from one of the two other colleagues. In this instance below, from the same 
administration office, two colleagues Dores and Liz situated in close proximity to one another have 
been working at their own computer screen for over ten minutes when seemingly out of the blue 
Dores delivers an outloud.
Fragment 4. Administration Office
1. Dores:  $Oh fa::b ((smile voice)) 
2.         (1.0)  
3. Dores   [oahaahh= (laughing out-breath) 
4. Liz:   [ah (in breath) (.) a ai completely forgot about thissa 
5.         that we booked it fo:r >you know one more[person it’s     
6. Dores:                                           [a:h o:kay               
7. Liz:    a compulsory[we didn’t  know how many people (.) and 
8. Dores:              [yea  
9. Liz:    that <was a year ago< ah[aha so yea 





    D                         L
When looking at the transcript we notice how the outloud “oh fa::b”  looks like a classic 
example of Goffman’s response cry with a non-lexicalized sound referring to a specific remarkable 
current activity said as she is looking at her computer screen. It alludes to have some temporal 
significance, as it appears to be related to an email that she has just read on her computer screen.
We notice a rather long pause after the delivery of line 1, and the presence of laughter (line 3) 
setting  a  light  hearted  tone.  This  laughter  is  overlapped by Liz’s  response  on line  4.  The two 
utterances (line 1 and line 4) do not seem to be related in any way. We see how the response cry “oh 
fa::b” does not vocally explain what is “fabulous,” however, this outloud is treated by Liz as 
referring to an email about a specific work event that they had booked for. Liz makes a comment 
topically related to something in specific which has not been vocally established but it is portrayed 
to be understood by the co-participant (“ah (.) a ai completely forgot about thissa 
that we booked it fo:r >you know one more[person it’s a compulsory[we 
didn’t know how”). The comment is not treated as problematic by Dores but it is welcomed and 
overlapped with utterances of agreement such as “a:h o:kay” and “yea”.
If  we  look  at  the  bodily  conduct  that  accompanies  the  sequential  organisation  of  the 
response cry we notice how the outloud “oh fa::b”,  is  more complex than it  seems,  as it  is 
evolving within its production and is designed in such a way that makes it incumbent upon the co-
participant, Liz, to align to it and respond. As we can see from Image i, in Figure 4 on the next page, 
“oh fa::b” is said while looking at the computer screen, while holding her hand on the mouse, 
highlighting  something  that  has  been  discovered  just  now  such  as  receiving  an  email  on  the 
computer screen. At the extension of the word “fa::b” Dores leans back and begins to turn to Liz, 
in turn Liz after 0.5 seconds begins to turn to Dores. Thus, we see how turning towards someone 
lies some sort of obligation to reciprocate the look and eventually both co-participants gain mutual 
gaze (see Image iii, next page), making this response cry recipient sensitive, said in the presence of 
a co-participant who is in close proximity to the colleague.
The bodily conduct that accompanies “fa::b” is an animated smile (see Image iii, next page). 
This smiled gaze from Dores, is held for one-second in silence while mutually gazing at each other, 
holding topical relevance. This is because the exaggerated smile projected and held during the one-
second pause alludes to how remarkable what just happened is, setting up the possibility for the 
recipient to acknowledge what has just been said and establish a common understanding of the 
topic. This suggests a source of assumed common ground knowledge in the office.
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It is nothing tragic, but a happy remarkable event, demonstrated by the laughter out-breath produced 
after the one-second pause, which is overlapped by Liz’s verbal response. Liz responds alluding to 
the  understanding  of  what  Dores  is  referring  to  as  being  “fab”  by  saying  “ah (.) a ai 
completely forgot about thissa that we booked it fo:r >you know one 
more[person” and then goes on to saying more about it (see Image iii, Figure 4 above).
The way this specific response cry is verbally designed gives both a sense of the character of the 
utterance, what it entails, an assumption of that knowledge and the extent to which someone may 
have an obligation to respond to it.  In  some way it  does not  demand a response and yet  it  is 
recipient sensitive. Also, this response cry appears to be content neutral but it is not. It hints to 
receiving an email, something worth talking about, marking some sort of work related surprise.
So we have observed how response cries can generate interest and create opportunities for 
others to respond playing on temporal relevance, close proximity and awareness of each other’s 
work. However, response cries at times do not get responded to, let us now explore an instance of a 
response cry that fails to generate a response and is actually powerfully disregarded, despite the 
work of dramatisation and animation from the main speaker. Fragment 5, features four colleagues 
Bill, Dores, Pam and Liz, five minutes before this Bill had walked in the office and distributed to 
everyone their pay slips. Dores, as soon as she receives it opens the envelope and reads the content 
for 45 seconds, while everyone else carries on with their own individual work and after about one 
minute of reading the content she produces an outloud (see transcript on the next page).
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                         Leans back  
       ⬇ Looking at Computer          Turns to Liz 
      __________________,,._______________________ 
Dores:               $Oh fa::b - - - - - - - - - - [oahah 
Liz:                                               [ah (.) a ai completely 
       ____________________________,,._____________________ 
               ⬆ Looking at Computer                      Turns to Dores
Figure 4. Response cry delivery and sequential import.
                Dores                     Liz       Dores       Liz                  Dores                         Liz
Fragment 5: Administration Office
1. Dores:   ahh:ouf:	  
When looking at the transcript, the outloud presented comes close to Goffman’s description of a 
response cry as it displays a “non-lexicalised sound” and a “dramatisation” of some sort of feeling 
(Goffman, 1981, p.101). The response cry is not verbally directed at anyone, as no specific names 
are addressed. These outlouds as explored in literature and as we have seen in previous instances 
may be produced to encourage a response, but in this case it is not responded to by anyone. Also, 
we notice how the amount of time spent reading the payslip prior to delivering the response cry 
seems  significantly  long,  raising  questions  as  to  whether  this  may  have  implications  on  co-
participants to align towards it in any way.
If  we look at  the bodily conduct  which anticipates  the response cry we see how Dores 
actually  targets  a  specific colleague,  making the  disregard of  it  even more powerful.  Thirteen-
seconds before the response cry, as Dores is slowly opening the top of the envelope, she glances at 
Liz and maintains the look for two-seconds (see Image i, in Figure 5 below). Thus, making herself 
visible to her colleague Liz, who as we can see does not seem to orient in any way towards her but 
is positioned in a way that Dores’ movements are visible to her. Dores then looks away and moves 
her chair drastically to the left and pushes it back and bends down to throw the top part of the 
envelope in the bin (see Image ii, below) and then lifts her body up, opens the envelope and begins 
to read it (see Image iii, below).
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Dores has been 
reading her pay 
slip for almost 
one minute.
Figure 5. Pre-work: Dores glancing at Liz, visibly reading her pay slip for about one minute.
Bill    Dores   Pam                Liz          Bill   Dores   Pam               Liz      Bill   Dores  Pam                   Liz     
             Dores looking at Liz                      D throwing paper away                         D looking at pay slip                                                       
 D:    0.5 - 1 - 1.5 - 2 - 2.5 - 3 - 3.5 - 4 - 4.5 - 5 - 5.5 - 6 - 6.5 - 7 - 7.5 - 8 - 8.5 - 9 - 9.5 - 10 - 10.5 - 11 - 11.5 - 12 - 12.5 - 13
Also,  we  notice  how  the  seemingly  personal  activity  of 
reading her own pay slip is not done in a personal matter. 
She has oriented her activity of reading the pay slip instead 
opening up towards the colleague,  Liz:  her  chair  is  open 
towards  Liz  and  her  body  is  oriented  towards  her.  It  is 
interesting  to  notice  how  Dores  looks  attentively  at  the 
bottom part of the payslip, containing the written amount of 
money, she does not move her eye sight from that part of 
the  paper  for  the  whole  45  seconds.  She  is  holding  her 
fingers up to her mouth, moving them around, with a still 
serious  facial  expression  looking  pensive.  So  reading 
attentively something may be orienting to generating interest 
from Liz (see image i).
Moreover, what at first seems to be a response cry generated 
out of the blue and not directed at anyone in particular, when 
examining the design of it we see how it is produced with 
regard to the activities of Liz and her potential availability. 
This  outloud is  produced at  Liz’s  activity completion and 
Image i,  on the  next  page,  shows how Liz  is  putting the 
paper she was reading inside an envelope, and as soon as 
she puts it away, displaying a moment of availability and 
termination of task Dores turns towards Liz’s direction and 
produces her response cry (see image ii).
As we can see from Image ii, Dores lifts her head up and 
turns towards Liz, visibly scrunching up her face making an 
animated facial  expression of  dramatised  unhappiness  and produces  the  exaggerated  out-breath 
“ahh: ouff:”.  She  produces  the  outloud  the  moment  in  which  the  targeted  colleague  could 
potentially respond as she has terminated her task. So, this response cry is delicately placed with 
regard to the co-participant’s activities and availability, especially in comparison to the previous 
fragments which seemed to be more oriented solely to the main speaker’s development of activity 
and not particularly sensitive to the availability of the co-participants.
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Figure 6. Designing a vocalisation to be responded to and colleague displaying unavailability.
           Dores                              Liz            
Even though the response cry is visibly meant for Liz as it is projected towards her, Liz moves her 
head towards the left  (away from Dores)  and remains focused towards the document,  showing 
unavailability to talk by continuing to carry out her own task (see Image ii). On Image iii, we see 
how Dores  upgrades  the  response  cry  and  orientation  towards  her  colleague  by  turning  more 
towards Liz, swivelling the chair holding the envelope up, but Liz continues to deal with her own 
individual work looking down at her desk. The response cry fails to engender the kind of response 
we  saw in  previous  instances,  we  notice  how the  response  cry  is  verbally  and  physically  not 
responded to, but it is not completely dismissed either. 
Interestingly, as we can see on Image iv, as soon as Dores grabs the envelope with both hands and 
turns back towards her own desk Liz glances at Dores and then looks at her own computer screen. 
Liz’s delayed orientation towards her colleague suggests the possibility for Dores to perhaps turn 
back and say something.  Considering that  the response cry is  visibly targeted at  Liz,  with this 
instance we take into consideration what one might do to avoid engaging in a conversation without 
appearing to completely ignore the colleague, as Pam and Bill do.  This instance brings forward an 
interesting element of the structure of work organisation in this particular setting. Perhaps this is 
due to the nature of the topic of conversation, bringing forward elements of work related tasks and 
how some may be more sensitive than others. This response cry is about the salary slip can be a 
sensitive topic, especially given that Liz is Dores’ boss and the type of response required could be 
about the unsatisfactory salary.
The way this response cry in this office setting is pursued is interesting, because in the kinds 
of issues brought forward by the previous fragments explored where there seemed to be some kind 
of visible orientation towards a particular recipient, are very evident in this instance. This refines 
our understanding on the implications of gazing at someone, bringing forward Goodwin’s (1979, 
1981) recognition of the importance of gaze when carrying out conversations, looking at how in this 
instance the quality of gaze plays a significant role to identify who might be the recipient being 
crucial elements to the development of this response cry. Moreover, the asymmetry of information 
revealed by this outloud is not a key element of this instance as opposed to the previous fragments 
explored where there was an unclear and vague initial outloud, this instance holds much more of a 
retroactive element than the other fragments explored. It is clearly projecting a state of mind with 
regard to something that has been dealt with for quite some time, as the process of her looking at the 
pay slip is rather extended. 
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8.3 Response Cries and Availability 
We have explored how instances of outlouds can either generate interest about the same 
topic of conversation that the response cry is referring to or they do not generate any conversation at 
all. However at times, outlouds receive a response but unlike all the previous instances we have 
explored the conversation that arises seems to be unrelated to the response cry. So, let  us now 
consider an instance that stands in more contrast with those prior in term of sequential import. 
Fragment  6 below, features  Bill,  Dores and Pam all  carrying out  their  individual  work,  Bill  is 
positioned not facing his co-participants,  while Dores and Pam are sitting side by side. All co-
participants have been working in silence on their own individual tasks for over ten minutes, and 
then out of the blue Bill produces a response cry.
Fragment 6. Administration Office
1. Bill:  hhh hh oh go::d hh                                   
2.        (2.0) 
3. Dores:  oh↑(.)am: Bill↑(.)  
4. Bill:   hm↓ 
5. Dores:  before i forget am: Scott from IT am:=  
6. Bill:   =ah okay[is this to help me↑ 
7. Dores:          [ya                    
8. Dores:  ya ahm: he called he will 
9.         probably try and call you lat later today= 
10. Bill:   =okay brilliant 
11. Dores:  but if you want to call him on this number  
12. Bill:   okay brilliant thank you 
As we can see from the transcript the response cry “hhh hh oh go::d hh” produced by Bill 
looks  like  a  classic  Goffman’s  (1981)  type  of  response  cry  such  as  “Good  God!”,  defined  as 
emitting an imprecation when carrying out a specific task. In this case the response cry seems to 
hint  at  something  to  do  with  his  personal  work,  as  he  is  facing  his  own personal  desk  when 
producing the outloud. 
Moreover, we notice a rather long pause on line 2 followed by the response from one of the co-
participants, Dores who says “oh↑(.)am: Bill↑(.)”. The presence of the “oh↑”, said with an 
upward  intonation  seems  to  allude  to  surprise,  coupled  with  a  further  upward  intonation  of 
“Bill↑” calling his name, asking for his attention. So line 3 is rather abstracted from line 1, in the 
sense that the co-participant does not seem to respond to the response cry. It  does not open up any 






          B              D           P
Bill, on line 4 responds to Dores’ utterance with a “hm↓” and then the subsequent lines show how 
Dores brings forward a topic of conversation around a message she seems to have forgotten to 
deliver to Bill with regard to someone from IT that tried contacting Bill. So we see how the topic of 
conversation that seems to arise between the two participants is not directly related to the response 
cry produced; the co-participant appears to simply strike up a conversation about a separate topic.
The visible conduct that accompanies the outloud, is designed as an evolving utterance said 
without looking towards any colleagues but remaining with his back towards them (see Figure 7 
below). It is a rather extended combination of lexicalised and non lexicalised sounds, the first out-
breath “hhh hh” is projected loudly and the “oh Go::d hh” is followed by another short out-
breath. The response cry is said with a heavy loud out-breath and heavy sad tone, thus displaying 
some sort  of  unhappiness  towards  something.  The  visible  animated  conduct  contributes  to  the 
display  of  a  moment  of  unhappiness  and  discouragement  which  is  visibly  regarding  his  work 
activities by grabbing his diary with his left hand, and resting his head heavily on his right hand on 
the desk; a movement that may be aurally available to his colleagues.
The utterance generates visible interest straight away. The design implications of this outloud are 
similar to Fragment 3 explored, where in that  instance one of the co-participants (Dores) turns 
straight away towards the person producing the outloud (Pam). Image iii above, shows how in this 
instance Dores turns around towards Bill straight after the termination of the response cry, but does 
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Figure 7. Response cry evoking conversation.
       Bill      Dores                      Bill        Dores                   Bill          Dores                     Bill                 Dores        
Touches agenda                                       Leans forward, rests                 
Looks at agenda                                  chin on right hand                    Flips page 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
Bill:        hhh hh oh go:d hh  - - - - - - - - - -,- - - - - - - - - -, 
Dores:                                                   oh↑- am: Bill↑                                        
____________________________,,.__________________________,,.______,..____ 
Looks at head phones                         Turns to Bill                                                  Turns to headphones                 Looks at Bill
not  however  interestingly  speak,  she  remains  oriented  towards  him  for  two-seconds  before 
speaking. Bill  appears to be busy turning the page of the agenda and Dores is  sensitive to the 
alignment and potential availability of the colleague and only speaks the moment in which Bill 
finishes turning the page (see Figure 7, the previous page). During the two-second pause Dores is 
looking towards Bill, the same line of gaze towards his desk where a piece of paper the she had 
previously left for Bill to read to call the IT technician is placed.
Dores, occasioned by the sight of the note on the desk, and by Bill’s potential availability produces 
her  utterance  “Oh↑(.)am: Bill↑(.)”  with  a  rather  surprised  tone,  and  then  continues  to 
elaborate on the topic. So the response cry produced by Bill indeed is treated as a conversation 
starter and encourages a collaborative interaction. In a way, by saying something (regardless of it 
being  perhaps  on  a  different  topic),  turning  towards  the  other  shows  an  alignment  towards 
something that their colleague has produced, thus Dores is still kind of sequentially acknowledging 
Bill’s response cry. Edwards and Middleton (1986) looked at conversational joint remembering, and 
how they can be accomplished by “simply continuing the account  and coherently  building the 
narrative from where other people had left it  off,  participants imply an acceptance of what had 
already  been  said”  (p.447).  With  regard  to  this  instance,  in  a  way  it  reveals  itself  as  a  joint 
remembering, in a way by Dores placing her turn sequentially after Bill’s response cry she also 
accepts what has already been said by this default rule of sequence, thus she acknowledges it and 
uses it to display that she has been reminded of something. 
It  is  interesting to notice the work related phenomena of reminders  that has emerged from this 
instance of response cries, and the way in which she delivers her response displaying that she has 
been reminded of something. Dores’ upward surprised tone “Oh↑(.)am: Bill↑(.)” is said in 
such way that warrants a response, but also we see how reminders in Sacks’s terms can be used as a 
‘ticket to talk’,as a way to legitimise the entry into talk by virtue of the importance of a work related 
reminder which is displayed by the sense of urgency in her initiating turn. 
Response cries are therefore instances that induce collaborative work in the sense that it can bring 
forward work issues of the dependent and interdependent tasks at work  and how one may have 
information (i.e., a written reminder originated from writing down a message for a colleague) about 
something to do with someone else’s work issue (i.e., the malfunctioning of a computer) and part of 
their work activities is to pass on this message. So the nature of the work in this specific domain 
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allows for these types of collaborative interactions of information sharing to emerge which can be 
triggered by someone’s response cry, whereby accommodating the proceedings of work tasks.
And, unlike previous fragments explored, we learn how response cries do not necessarily have to be 
responded to with regard to the topic brought forward, but they can invoke a conversation about a 
different topic. A response cry can display availability, it can be the catalyst for new work related 
topics and can trigger the development of conversations that perhaps would have had to arise in 
other ways if it had not been for the response cry. Thus, response cry can induce colleagues to 
address new work issues, identified as a momentary lapse in the individual work task of the co-
participant, whereby indicate the availability of the colleague to speak about something.
8.4 ‘Comment Outlouds’
Let us now further examine outlouds by presenting a different type that has emerged in this 
administration office setting, holding interesting interactional and design differences in comparison 
to the ones just explored. In this final section of this chapter we will explore how colleagues are 
found to make vocalisations in the form of a more explicit comment about a specific occurrence 
within the course of the individual work that is being carried out and how they are not necessarily 
responded to.
The instance below features Dores and Pam in the office, Pam has been carrying out her individual 
work for more than approximately ten minutes in silence and Dores has been on the phone. The 
transcript below features the end of the phone conversation, and after hanging up she produces a 
‘comment outloud’ followed by a response cry. 
Fragment 7: Administration Office
1. Dores:   No problem I’ll let her know i’ll let her know  
2.          that eh she to expect a call from from you (1.0)  
3.          yea (0.5)okee dokee >I will do that> (1.0) no  
4.          problem thanks baa↑yee: 
5.          (5.0) 
6. Dores:   it hasn’t been adverti↑sed↓ 
7.          (8.0) 
8. Dores:   °oh god° 
We see how the response cry “°oh god°” (line 8) is a classic example of Goffman’s type of 
response cry, characterised by a non-lexical sound being topically neutral in displaying a feeling 
about a specific occurrence. This response cry is supposedly referring to some sort of discovery 
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          B          D         P
All participants working 
separately in silence: Pam in 
silent and Dores is on the phone.
made after looking at the computer screen for eight-seconds, displaying a remarkable development 
to the activity she was carrying out, commenting on something new as a development to her current 
sate of activity, perhaps opening up for Pam to say something and join the conversation. However, it 
is interestingly designed as it is whispered and it is not oriented towards her colleague, and Pam 
does not appear to align towards it and does not respond to it.
This is not a typical response cry instance that simply gets ignored, as Fragment 5 explored earlier 
would be, because unlike all the other instances we have observed, we notice that this response cry 
is prefaced by a ‘comment outloud’ “it hasn’t been adverti↑sed↓” (line 6). As illustrated 
in Figure 8 below, during the five seconds of silence that follow the phone call she writes down on a 
piece of paper what appears to be the message that she left for her colleague with regard to the 
phone  call.  She  then  moves  her  chair  towards  the  computer  screen,  grabbing  the  mouse  and 
clicking,  appearing  to  close  and  open  a  new  window,  and  utters  “it hasn’t been 
adverti↑sed↓”. So what anticipates the response cry is a topically related ‘comment outloud’ 
said at  the beginning of a new activity but at  the same time originated from a continuing task 
regarding the phone call she just had. This comment outloud refers to a job opening that has not yet 
been advertised, so this comment outloud is embedded in the pre-interactional context, clearly about 
something spoken about on the phone. The outloud is triggered by virtue of what was happening a 
few seconds ago and it is not with regard some old topic of conversation but specifically discovered 
in this specific moment as she is looking at the computer screen.
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Figure 8. Bodily and verbal design of closing off opportunity to speak.
                      Dores        Pam                         Dores      Pam                          Dores     Pam 
      ⬇Writing on piece of paper      ⬇Begins to grab mouse                        ⬇Moves mouse forward and clicks 
      ⬇Looking down at the desk                  ⬇ Turns head towards computer       ⬇Looking at computer 
      ______________________________________________,,…____________ 
    
   D:  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -,-  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -,-  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -,-  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -,-  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -,it hasn’t been adverti↑sed↓ 
                    P:  
      ___________________________________________________________________ 
                                        ⬆Looking at her own computer         ⬆ Looking at her own computer         ⬆ Looking at her own computer 
The ‘comment outloud’ is vocally designed in such way that it fails to engender a response, it is said 
rather  quietly,  which  nicely  differs  from previous  response  cries  instances  explored  where  the 
utterance is projected quite loudly and openly. She is presenting an issue that is not about her own 
individual work, but could perhaps be of interest to others, she does not however make it incumbent 
on others to respond to it. With the delivery and design of the outloud she portrays two things: one 
that this is a problematic matter as the dubious tone indicates uncertainty, and the second one is that 
she is confirming whether her statement is true or not, by checking on the computer whether it has 
been  advertised.  Thus,  Dores  is  commenting  on  the  beginning  of  her  activity  which  is  not  a 
complete new one as the previous fragments we have explored in this chapter were indicating, but it 
is an activity that is linked to the development of a current one.
The bodily comportment that accompanies the deployment of this ‘comment outloud’ differs from 
response cries as it is delivered in a closed off and unavailable manner (see Figure 8 in the previous 
page). She is focused on her computer screen, not orienting towards her colleague. Even though, 
Dores is presenting a rather dubious and problematic matter, characterised by her tone which is 
rather surprised; the quiet voice and the lack of orientation towards anybody does not seem to make 
it incumbent on her colleague to respond. Indeed, the sequential import is not that of a response, 
Pam does not visibly orient towards her, which is interesting considering that “it hasn’t been 
adverti↑sed↓” is  a  work related comment and could be perhaps be of  interest  to the other 
colleague too.
This  instance  of  ‘comment  outloud’ seems  to  be  potentially  sequentially  implicative, 
opening up the possibility for her colleague to say something but it is not. This instance presents 
something that is potentially a trouble and one might respond by saying “Oh really?” or “Why 
not?”. This instance is interesting as it is coupled with a second position response cry, to which 
someone may respond to with “What’s wrong?” or “What did you find?”, thus making the response 
cry an upgrade to her ‘comment outloud,” stating that she has indeed discovered whether this job 
has been advertised or not, but it fails to generate any interest from her co-worker.
As we have explored this instance builds on the previous instances explored as here the response 
cry  is  placed  in  a  subsequent  position.  This  instance  has  shed  light  on  the  idea  of  presenting 
something in the office that could be of potential interest to others, or in some way present or lead 
towards a potential alignment and specific form of response if the co-workers wish to do so, but in 
this case it is not responded to. However, as we will introduce in this next instance, some  of these 
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explicit  ‘comment outlouds’ that  we have introduced,  which differ  from response cries,  can  be 
minimally responded to.
Fragment 8 below, features the same two participants as the previous fragment Dores and 
Pam sitting at their own desks working. Dores takes her phone and dials a number to call, three-
seconds go by as she waits for the end receiver to pick up, she then looks at her phone and redials a 
number. Fifteen-seconds go by waiting for a response and then she looks at the phone hangs up and 
delivers a ‘comment outloud’.
Fragment 8: Administration Office
1. Dores: I just got hung up on↑ = 
2. Pam:   =°hm° 
3.        (1.0)  
4. Dores: twice= 
5. Pam:   =°hm hm°  
6. Dores: Hhhuu° (out-breath) how ru:de
As we can see from the transcript this ‘comment outloud’ does not look like a response cry, 
as there is no dramatisation of a feeling of a specific activity, it is an explicit statement with no non-
lexical sounds. The comment is occasioned at the onset of the task of attempting to make a phone 
call as it is the second time that she takes the phone away from her ear and has been hung up on. As 
soon as she presses the button to turn off the phone she makes the comment “I just got hung 
up on↑”, it is therefore closely tied to something that has just happened to her, describing and 
commenting on a current situation, being temporally sensitive.
This instance, begins to show how one may design a ‘comment outloud’ to engender some sort of 
response, the comment is delivered in a rather animated way, more so than the previous instance. In 
this  case  the  phone  is  the  artefact  that  accommodates  the  attention  grabbing  delivery  of  the 
comment as she is holding it visibly mid-air, and not down or subtly on the side. She looks at the 
phone and then looks up, and says “I just got hung up on↑” with an annoyed and catchy 
tone, it is not said in a low voice it is projected loudly (see Image ii, in Figure 9, on the next page).
The comment “I just got hung up on↑” is clear and not designed to be questioned or raise 
curiosity the way response cries are. The comment is not said in a closed off manner, it is said while 





       B          D         P
participant, in the same way as the previous instance of response cry explored of Fragment 5, the 
main speaker makes herself visible to her colleague moments prior to delivering the outloud. 
As we can see from Figure 10 below, while Dores was waiting and holding the phone to her ear for 
the first time, she orients towards Pam, visibly displaying that she is holding the phone and not 
speaking because she is waiting for someone on the other end of the receiver. So she is aligning and 
orienting towards her co-participant, rendering her activity visible.
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Figure 9. Bodily conduct and sequential import of comment outloud.
          Dores            Pam              Dores          Pam                             Dores        Pam 
 ⬇Animated face expression               ⬇Opens eyes wide                                         ⬇Scrunches up face 
 ⬇Looking phone                           ⬇ Turns head towards computer             ⬇Looking at the wall 
_________________________________________________,,...____________ 
Dores:I just got hung up on↑            twice          Hhhuu° how ru:de 
Pam:                        °hm°                               °hm hm° 
___________________________________________________________________ 
⬆ Looking at her own computer      ⬆ Looking at her own computer        ⬆ Looking at her own computer
Figure 10. Dores’ pre-initiation bodily orientation towards her colleague Pam.
                           Dores      Pam                                  Dores      Pam                              
In this instance the sequential import is immediate. Pam minimally responds straight away with a 
“°hm°”, but continues to carry out her individual work and does not turn around (see Figure 9 in the 
previous page). Though minimal and almost inaudible the response clearly plays on the temporal 
relevance as the colleague is commenting on something that has just happened to her, and not on 
something in general that could be completely disregarded or commented on at a later moment. So 
the comment is designed in such way that it engenders a response, but does not portray a particular 
interest as Pam remains oriented towards her own individual task.
The ‘comment outloud’ is pursued with another comment. As we can see from Figure 9 in the 
previous page, Dores  upgrades her comment and says “twice” in the same upward firm intonation. 
She continues to comment on what has just happened pursuing an answer from her colleague. This 
is responded to, with a double soft response “°hm hm°”, being also an upgrade itself from the 
previous response of the single utterance response on line 2 “°hm°”. Again, the minimal response 
can be seen as a way to acknowledge the colleague’s vocalisation but without displaying an interest 
in engaging in full conversation. In this instance she seems to be looking for some kind of specific 
response which she is failing to engender.
Interestingly Dores,  makes a third and final  upgraded ‘comment outloud’ “Hhhuu°(out-breath) 
how ru:de”, presumably specifically projected at the person that just hung up on her, but Pam 
does not respond. This is an example of a situation in which a colleague (Pam) might turn around 
towards another colleague (Dores) and say exactly that “how rude”. Essentially, we see how Dores 
ends up producing what she would potentially receive as a response from her colleague, this is 
demonstrated by Dores’ extension to three sets of outlouds, seen as encouraging and pushing for a 
specific response. While the design of the outlouds leave open the possibility for no response, in this 
case Dores clearly pursues more sympathy than her colleague is providing in her responses.
This  instance  differs  from the  first  instances  of  response  cries  explored  in  this  chapter 
because it is not announcing a feeling, such as frustration of Fragment 3, happiness of Fragment 4 
or unhappiness in Fragment 6 which are not explicit. Outlouds are however explicitly commenting 
on a current activity that has just occurred or as we have explored in Fragment 7 an activity that is 
in progress. While the instance before (Fragment 7) brings forward the possibility of presenting 
something that  could  be  of  interest  to  others,  from which a  conversation may arise  from;  this 
instance of ‘comment outloud’ has brought forward the idea of pursuing a comment to get the co-
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participant to respond. This specific ‘comment outloud’ is minimally responded to, perhaps creating 
a possibility for colleagues to pursue a conversation about a specific topic.
In this instance the outloud is something verbal, explicit and accessible to others, while response 
cries that we have explored earlier are so powerfully warranted by virtue of being displayed as a 
responsive to a prior activity, and that prior is somewhat inaccessible to others (i.e., the email in 
Fragment 4). In the next fragment we will explore how sometimes outlouds can be designed as a 
one off explicit comment, and receive an immediate verbal response by all co-participants resulting 
in a collaborative conversation around the specific topic brought forward.
The last instance of outlouds explored in this chapter features co-workers Bill, Dores and 
Pam, that have been working silently for approximately ten minutes. Bill then picks up the phone to 
make a phone call to Scott (the IT consultant) and after he hangs up the phone he makes a comment 
to which both co-participants respond to (see transcript below).
Fragment 9: Administration Office
1. Bill:   Brilliant thanks Scott (.) >Bye bye>  
2.         (1.0) 
3. Bill:   Love Scott= 
4. Pam:    =[ah (out-breath of laughter)  
5. Dores:   [I love him he’s[he’s great 
6. Pam:                     [is he the person dealing with 
7.         undergraduates↓ 
8. Bill:   oh no you know uh Scott the[canadian 
9. Pam:                               [oh the tech the IT guy	  
To begin  with,  the  utterance  does  not  look  like  a  response  cry,  there  is  no  non-lexical 
utterance and it does not announce the beginning of any personal work, the way we explored self-
talk instances do at the beginning of the chapter.  This is a ‘comment outloud,’ commenting on 
something that just happened, it is occasioned by the immediate response to having finished the 
phone call.  This comment outloud “Love Scott” is  presented as a one off  comment,  without 
having to be upgraded, or even oriented towards specific colleagues and manages to encourage a 
response from his colleagues. We see from the transcript above how the colleague Pam on line 4 
responds to it straight away by laughing and Dores on line 5 responds with a verbal utterance of 
agreement to the comment (I love him he’s[he’s great).
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All participants 
working separately in 
silence  and Bill is on 
the phone. 
          B          D         P
As we can see in Image i (Figure 11) below, this comment is said while being oriented 
towards his own computer screen, without turning towards any colleagues. The vocalisation is brief 
and the tone is assertive, contributing to the responsive manner, standing in contrast with the vague 
and general response cries explored earlier (i.e., Fragment 3, Fragment 4 and Fragment 5). This 
‘comment outloud’ is also informative to the sort of response required, “Love Scott” is not as 
vague  and  standardised  as  utterances  such  as  “Good  God!”  explored  by  Goffman  where  the 
response could vary in form, this one is more specific as it clearly states a sort of opinion about 
someone that presumably the colleagues are familiar with. This instance of ‘comment outloud’ is 
not setting up any sort of puzzle, the same way earlier response cries we examined were doing. This 
comment is specific without closing off opportunities to speak. This ‘comment outloud,'  “Love 
Scott”  is  a  statement  that  encourages  a  specific  response  to  either  agree,  disagree  with  this 
statement and nevertheless comment on it.
This instance presents the opportunity for the colleagues to align to it in a specific manner and it 
does  not  fail  to  do  so  the  way the  previous  fragment  with  pursues  and upgrades  does.  In  the 
previous  fragment  (Fragment  8)  the  complaint  unfolded  into  three  sets  of  upgraded  ‘comment 
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Figure 11. Comment outloud design and sequential import.
             Bill        Dores      Pam        Bill     Dores       Pam               Bill        Dores       Pam 
 Moving hand away from phone                 Begins to cross arm, rest position           ⬇Arms crossed       
Looking at computer                                                                   
_,,..- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
B:     Love Scott  
D:               I love him he’s[he’s great   
             - - - - - - - - - - - - - ,,…_______________________________________________ 
   Looking at her own desk   Turns to Bill                              
 P:               ah             [is he the person dealing with undergraduates↓ 
     _______________________________________________________________ 
   Looking at her own computer         
                   Opens mouth and smiles             
outlouds’ actively  pursuing  a  response  from  the  colleague,  which  is  minimally  responded  to. 
Whereas in, this instance, the assessment of Scott is a comment which is not pursuing an answer. It 
is  immediately  responded  to  by  both  participants  with  an  out  breath  of  laughter  and  a  verbal 
assessment. This ‘comment outloud’ unlike the previous fragment receives an immediate verbal 
response agreeing with his comment and leading to a discussion about Scott. However, similarly to 
the previous instance explored, this instance holds temporal relevance as it is a comment about 
something  that  is  happening  right  in  this  moment  and  it  is  immediately  responded  to.  Bill  is 
presenting a comment “Love Scott” that one may expect someone else to say if they were in the 
same position of following the completion of a phone call that was somehow remarkable. 
This is  demonstrated by Pam’s immediate response, who while still oriented towards her computer 
screen produces an out-breath of laughter right at the outset of the comment (line 4 on transcript and 
Figure 11 in the previous page),  while Dores at  the same time delivers  an immediate physical 
alignment towards Bill.  As we can see from the bodily conduct illustrated on Figure 11 in the 
previous page, Dores, turns towards Bill as soon as he utters his comment, and she says “I love 
him he’s (.) he’s great”. This demonstrates how the design of this comment does engender 
the particular kind of response that is provided by the co-participant in the next turn. She does 
indeed respond by agreeing with Bill’s comment and upgrading it by saying also “he’s great” 
and remains oriented towards him, though Bill does not reciprocate the orientation. Moreover, with 
regard to Dores’ alignment this instance hints and plays on some sort of awareness of each other's 
work and activities within co-worker’s personal work. This is because the topic around Scott is not 
a completely new topic of conversation as Dores had told Bill to call up Scott earlier during the day 
(see Fragment 6, p.170).
As we can see from Figure 11, the function of a ‘comment outloud’ can be merely of that of a 
conversation  starter  without  achieving  mutual  gaze.  Bill  remains  oriented  towards  his  own 
computer even after having delivered the comment, and even after his colleague Dores responds 
and turns towards him. Eventually also Pam turns and moves her chair towards Bill and all three 
colleagues continue to talk about Scott. However, it is interesting to note how there is no need for 
Bill to reciprocate the gaze for the conversation about Scott to continue. Perhaps for Bill to turn 
around too, given their spatial organisation would hint at an extension of the talk further, so by 
giving his back to his co-participants he alludes to the quickness of the conversation.
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Thus,  comment  outlouds can encourage a  conversation among colleagues,  the  same way some 
response cries do. This instance is quite similar to the response cry of Fragment 6 “hhh hh oh 
go::d hh”, in the sense that generates further talk, in this case a chat about someone. The main 
point of difference though is that this ‘comment outloud’ is verbally explicit and it is temporally 
verbally available as it a comment following a phone call. Similarly, they are both instances of 
outlouds that are not demanding colleagues to speak but they set up the availability for uptake and 
engage in conversation. 
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8.5 Discussion
i. One  of  the  elements  of  the  kind  of  work  involved  in  this  study  and  the  aim  of  this 
ethnomethodological  approach  to  studying  a  work  domain,  is  to  try  to  show how a  particular 
interactional structure really embodies unique characteristics of the activities and the tasks that are 
involved.  As mentioned when introducing this  last  empirical  chapter,  during the course  of  this 
research, outlouds were found to be prominent in this specific office setting and some aspects of this 
particular environment may shed light on the reasons why. In this administrative office these unique 
characteristics include a strict division of labour, individual responsibilities, but at the same time a 
tight interrelation of tasks as co-workers are often seeking advice and assistance from one another, 
making it crucial for the participants in this office to have a sense of what others are doing. 
One of the unique elements that differentiates this office with the rest of the settings explored in this 
research study is  the  size;  it  is  the  smallest  office in  size  and number  of  employees,  certainly 
affecting the ways in which they conduct their everyday work tasks, making the structure of work 
of this domain much more easily interdependent than other offices. Also, in this office there are only 
four people working all on the same sort of ‘service’. In other work environments it is less people 
working together, usually in pairs, so colleagues might not carry out outlouds as much or in the 
same way as one would in this environment as it would only be targeted at one other person. Here, 
instead, co-workers are all often involved in each other’s tasks and everyone is commonly able to 
assist  one  another.  Lastly,  the  nature  of  activities  in  this  office  are  interdependent  and  as  a 
consequence the nature of the relationships between different members of staff in this office is 
unique. For example, from a hierarchal perspective, Liz is the manager in the office and Bill used to 
do Pam’s job before and is now in the process of training her; so the form of ‘knowledge sharing’ in 
this office is being literally ‘shared’ and passed on from one member to the other. These elements 
might explain the preponderance of this particular form of initiation of talk in this specific domain.
ii. In conventional openings there is a range of ways in which someone may encourage interest 
and  opportunity  to  speak.  One  way  that  Sacks’ (1974)  brings  forward  is  through  story  telling 
prefaces,  so that the main speaker can ask a question like “you know what?” and the other person is 
encouraged  to  reply  in  a  specific  way with  “what?”,  securing  the  subsequent  turn  of  talk  and 
securing the chance to speak. The other way is through Goffman’s (1981) response cries “Oh God” 
where the response would be “what is it?”. Goffman differentiates between ‘self-talk’ and ‘response 
cries’,  but does not identify the delicate differences within each type.  In this chapter we have 
identified a variety of outlouds in open offices and their subtle differences. A distinctive type has 
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emerged,  the  ‘comment  outloud’  which  stands  in  contrast  to  both  Sacks’ (1974)  prefaces  and 
Goffman’s (1981) classic notion of response cries as they are not designed in the same way. They 
are not questions and they do not look like classic examples of Goffman’s type of response cry, as 
they do not contain a dramatisation in the form of a non-lexicalised sound while carrying out a 
specific task, they are instead clear descriptive utterances and statements. 
This chapter explores how ‘comment outlouds’ differ from Goffman’s response cries and how they 
may encourage different responses, at times minimal and at times more elaborated responses that 
lead to a group conversation. Also, whereas response cries may hold a recognisable target from the 
onset, with ‘comment outlouds’ usually there are no visible targets, in Fragment 9 for example Bill 
does not even turn around towards his co-participants, it is a comment directed at all colleagues a 
matter than anyone in the office can be involved in.Comment outlouds are designed in a way that 
their specific informative character to their personal work is explicit and accessible to others. They 
show how one may delicately display their activity developments, share information about what 
they are doing at a particular moment that might or might not end up being relevant to some else. It 
poses the possibility for  an uptake.  So even if  a  colleague is  not  directly socialising or  telling 
someone  something  directly,  ‘comment  outlouds’ are  a  good  way  of  indirectly  communicating 
amongst  colleagues within an open office.  So ‘comment outlouds’ originate from a visible and 
accessible continuing task, differentiating them systematically from response cries explored. This is 
a feature specific to open office settings which resonates with issues of organisation studies around 
communication and interruptions, and ways to include others in your own work.
 This leads us to re-think the term “response cry” after the kinds of complex distinctions we 
have examined in open offices. CA definitions of response cries are rather simple and broad. They 
often  merely  focus  on  how they  provide  an  opportunity  to  converse.  In  this  chapter  we  have 
considered  a  wide  range  of  different  types  of  outlouds  that  occur  in  open  offices  introducing 
‘comment  outlouds’,  we have examined their  subtle  differences,  and explored the  interactional 
demands they incur. The ways we bring the under-examined existing analysis on response cries 
forward is that we notice that in open offices response cries are firstly not often as demanding as 
Goffman’s (1981). 
The delicacies of these response cries is that they never begin by demanding the attention of the 
other, some are more pursued than others but they do not set the scene for someone to respond and 
they are not incursive. These response cries are not necessarily laying an obligation to begin a 
conversation but they are mostly encouraging the possibility for someone to hear and respond. Their 
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exclamatory nature usually combined with animated gestures, at times engenders a particular kind 
of response and encourages a kind of alignment. However, despite response cries designed with an 
exaggerated display of dismay and resignation towards a particular activity (Fragment 3 - “a:h 
such heada::↑che”),  and  sometimes  sensitive  towards  the  co-participant’s  availability,  they 
allow for the possibility of failure (Fragment 5 - “ahh:ouf:”). In Fragment 5, we explored how 
someone may not respond to a response cry about a work related topic. This instance provides us 
with an interesting example of practical issues involved in working side by side in open offices, 
considering the kinds of actions that one would do if they did not want to engage in conversation, 
resonating  with  issues  regarding  the  tension  in  literature  between  knowledge  sharing  and 
interruption. So response cries in open offices can be delivered to increase the possibility on others 
to  raise  the  obligation  to  reply,  designed in  a  way which is  meant  to  be  clearly  visible  to  all 
colleagues but they are not initially from the onset designed to be responded to.
Lastly, even though within workplace studies we see that most exclamatory noticings do not 
tend to be directed at any one in particular (Hindmarsh, 1997) and how outlouds are considered 
more  of  “publicly  available  information”  (Heath  et  al.,  1995,  p.156),  we  see  how  sequential 
developments  of  response  cries  within  an  office  environment  in  some  cases  begin  to  hold  a 
recognisable target. We have shown how this is done by orienting the talk, or eye gaze towards a 
specific co-participant like in Fragment 3, we see how Pam delicately turns and directs her talk 
towards Liz, or in Fragment 5 Dores directs her response cry towards Liz. Hindmarsh (1997) notes 
in  his  analysis  “given  that  these  exclamatory  tokens  work  to  engender  the  curiosity  of  a  co-
participant, it is clear how their production and placement within the surrounding talk and activity is 
critical to their success” (p. 201-202). The examination of the response cries in open office settings 
build on this as we learn that response cries may indeed be positioned with regard to the activities of 
one another person and designed to be sensitive to the alignment of their availability. 
So the notion of response cry has been glossed, and ‘response cry’ could be considered too broad of 
a  term,  considering  the  range  of  response  cries  we have  looked at  and  the  new type  that  has 
emerged, we show the complexities and range of objects that are apparently done as self talk but 
they have that visible interactional consequence. Existing studies gloss over how outlouds operate 
within a particular work situation but in this chapter we explored their delicate organisation, how 
they are used within conversations, how they are treated by participants and how co-participants 
end up either solving an issue, talking about it or exploiting them to talk about another work matter 
(reminders).
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iii. This brings us to our final point, where we consider the notion of a shared history of the 
office as a resource for action. Initiating talk with an outloud is often warranted and made legitimate 
by  presenting  ongoing,  familiar  and  co-present  topics  of  conversation,  giving  evidence  for  the 
complexities involved in the interdependence between work tasks in office settings. 
Colleagues may design their outloud relying on the fact that others have over heard a phone call 
(Fragment 9). So the ways you initiate talk with others assumes this shared knowledge. Fragment 3 
(“a:h such heada::↑che”), for example is oriented towards a previous conversation, and the 
participant displays awareness of it without having to ask about it by referring back to it in her 
response.  Colleagues  may  share  experiences  of  their  activities  over  time.  We  have  shown the 
delicacies involved in presenting re-occurring issues to colleagues, shedding light on the interplay 
between the presence of a previous topic and the relevance in ensuring interaction which would not 
be possible if it had not being for the knowledge and awareness of each other’s work and each 
other’s previous conversations. Fragment 4 seemingly presents an asymmetry of information as the 
outloud “oh fa::b” said while looking at her computer screen seems to allude to something 
remarkable that has occurred to Dores, but does not specify what is fabulous in her talk. However, it 
is responded to with regard to a very specific topic of conversation. In the same way, in news rooms 
for example one may render the text of the story they receive on their computer screen visible by 
reading it outloud so that “a textual story, located temporarily on the screen, is transformed into 
talk, and rendered visible to others within the local domain” (Heath et al., 1997, p.163). However, in 
this case there is no detailed story read, the email is not read outloud but the design of the response 
cry is enough to display its origin and assume this knowledge.
So these outlouds are designed in a way that assume a mutual assumption of availability of 
information, and a shared history of office, made evident by the way they are treated. Colleagues 
display an immediate awareness and understanding of the topics brought forward without having to 
ask  about  it.  When  with  Sacks’ prefaces  and  Goffman’s  notion  of  response  cries  the  topic  of 
conversation brought forward by the outloud could potentially be about anything, the response cries 
examined  in  this  chapter  at  first  sight  may  also  seem  general.  However,  they  bring  forward 
interesting contrasting elements to Goffman’s notion of sequential organisation of response cries 
which in this setting do not need to be questioned with general responses such as “what is it?”, but 
they are often responded to straight away with regard to the topic of conversation. So response cries 
at work are intimately tied to commenting upon some aspect of an activity in which you have just 
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engaged in, an aspect of an activity that you assume that others have at least being aware of and 
actually maybe sensitive to it in some way. 
It is not only that, the quality of the words and the quality of the bodily conduct when delivering 
these outlouds give a sense of what the topic is about, at times through the delicacies involved in the 
orientation  towards  the  computer  screen  they  evoke  and  topicalise  the  issue  brought  forward. 
However, despite the extensive analysis of outlouds in this chapter it remains unclear how others in 
an open office environment can hear the outlouds as relevant to some prior topic. For example, in 
Fragment 3   “a:h (1.0) such heada::↑che”, the co-participants pick up on the topic and 
reveal  that  they  know what  is  being  discussed  is  about  something  to  do  with  a  specific  past 
experience. Looking towards someone’s screen is not really that evident of showing that it is related 
to a previous topic, however, in some of these cases the last thing that was spoken of before this 
intervention was the matter at hand brought forward again in the outloud after the silence. So when 
someone produces something and nothing significant has changed in the office, and people still 
seem to be doing what they were doing then, people hear the outloud as potentially related to what 




The  institutional  talk  program,  is  a  major  success  within  conversation  analysis.  It  has 
revealed distinctive patterns of talk within different institutions. Through a comparative method, 
contrasting  institutional  talk  to  everyday  talk,  it  is  found  that  institutions  have  formal,  strict 
divisions of labour and strict allocation of responsibilities, and this is exemplified and demonstrated 
within  conversation  analysis  (Mondada  2006,  Atkinson  and  Drew,  1979;  McHoul,  1978; 
Greatbatch, 1988; Clayman, 1987; Heritage, 1997, 1998; Drew and Sorjonen, 1997; Maynard and 
Heritage, 2005; Heath, 1981). However, they are routinely dealing with bounded and often deictic 
conversations, i.e., short encounters with a clear beginning, middle and end, between two parties.
The institutional talk program brings forward distribution of roles and how  initiations  establish 
those roles. Initiations in institutional talk encounters are organised so that roles of participants in 
the environments often dictate the organisation of talk, as “the institutionality of the dialogue is 
constituted  by  participants  through  their  orientation  to  relevant  institutional  roles  and 
identities”  (Drew and  Sorjonen,  1997,  p.94;  Heritage  1998,  p.105).  That  is  teachers  (McHoul, 
1978); interviewers (Greatbatch, 1988; Clayman 1987), judges (Atkinson and Drew, 1979), doctors 
(Maynard and Heritage, 2005; Heath, 1981), auctioneers (Heath and Luff, 2010) are traditionally 
entitled to initiate talk, initiate the topic of conversation, ask questions and manage conversations by 
virtue of their role. Indeed, studies of entitlement in office environments show how for example 
during meetings the chairman initiates the meeting by for example saying “okay” produced in a 
loud voice (Boden, 1994) and in more recent institutional talk studies Asmuss and Oshima (2012) 
confirm how in terms of institutional roles the CEO and HR manager are rarely challenged when 
they speak (p.82).
However, the open office is interesting because it is an institution that is not formalised in the same 
kinds  of  ways.  Although  it  has  a  division  of  labour  it  is  also  characterised  by  a  strong 
interdependency of tasks between colleagues. Open offices do not require a formalised entry into 
conversation,  instead  what  emerges  is  the  production  of  brief  moments  of  interaction  between 
people. These brief episodes of talk occasion people to help and support one another or talk about 
work related issues relevant to more than one person in the office. This research study has looked at 
an environment that is not formal and bounded like a meeting or a doctor patient consultation would 
be, we have looked at continuing states of incipient talk within these offices that sometimes have a 
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hierarchical  clear division of labour but sometimes do not.  Hierarchies in open offices actually 
change around status,  roles or sometimes it  is  a hierarchy based on experience,  expertise,  or  a 
hierarchy of knowledge about a specific work case rather than another case. 
We have seen how hierarchy has played a role in the design of some of the initiations explored in 
this thesis. For instance, in Chapter 5 - Fragment 1 there are evident hierarchical asymmetries based 
on experience in dealing with rental contracts that are not based on roles but by virtue of the fact 
that Paolo used to work in lettings and has knowledge about it. In Chapter 7 - Fragment 3 Bill 
designs the turn as a suggestion “yu yu you <could talk< you could talk↑to maybe” 
displaying  expertise  by  demonstrating  his  knowledge  of  the  solution  to  the  problem,  whilst 
displaying deference to his colleague’s position vis a vis the student. In Chapter 8 - Fragment 5, 
Dores’s outloud regarding her pay slip is visibly targeted at Liz, her line manager. While hierarchies 
may be  relevant  in  some cases,  these  hierarchies  can  relate  to  role,  status,  experience,  tenure, 
knowledge of the case and so forth. In the detailed properties of turn design, no single hierarchy is 
omnirelevant, so it is an empirical matter to assess the resources that inform the design of specific 
initiations. Thus, my task as an analyst has been to determine the specific, visible, and available 
contingencies that inform the timing and design of initiations, as these contingencies do not always 
simply and straightforwardly fit with one hierarchy or another.
In terms of entitlement and turn design in institutional encounters, Asmuss and Oshima (2012) note 
how proposals in meetings may hold different levels of entitlement based on how they are delivered 
(i.e., positive interrogative, negative interrogative) (p.72). Early institutional studies (Heath, 1986; 
Atkinson, 1992; Maynard and Heritage, 2005) focused instead on non-vocal resources in initiating 
talk looking at how gazing at someone encourages a reciprocation of the look (Goodwin, 1984, 
Kendon, 1967). For example, in medical consultation turning around and giving a look to a patient 
can “encourage activity, initiate or progress interaction” (Heath, 1986, p.45). Indeed, looking at 
both verbal and non verbal conduct has been critical in examining legitimisation of these initiations 
into talk at work. 
A distinctive feature that  has emerged from this study of initiations at  work is  that  individuals 
legitimise  entry  to  talk,  they  do  not  assume  entitlement  to  talk  even  though  they  are  in  a 
collaborative setting, in constant co-presence with each other and may not be in such a formalised 
institutional setting. So co-participants in an open office do not assume entitlement to speak, in the 
sense that people do not feel entitled to speak because they can. Recent developments in the study 
of entitlement in continuing states of incipient talk by Stivers and Rossano (2010) attempt to point 
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to some of the ways in which both bodily conduct and talk can ensure recipiency showing that “in 
initial sequential position both action and turn-design features work to mobilise response and thus 
can  be  used  together  such  that  a  turn  minimally  or  maximally  pressures  an  interlocutor  for 
response” (p.29). For colleagues in open offices the way they come into a conversation and what 
they do to legitimise entry to talk is in part concerned with the design of the turn but also the nature 
of the work that these initiations entail.
In the next part of this section we will explore three different ways in which colleagues legitimise 
entry to talk,  making use of both verbal and non verbal conduct with regard to the (i)  type of 
interaction, the (ii) timing and their (iii) brevity. 
Firstly, the kinds of encounters that some of these initiations are, being queries or solutions 
to issues, allow for such legitimacy. Early CA research analyses issues around ‘legitimacy’ (Sacks, 
1992) and more recently research around ‘entitlement’ by Stivers and Rossano (2010) claim that 
“offers, requests, and information requests — indeed — set up expectations for response” (Stivers 
and Rossano, 2010, p.27). So one way of legitimising entry into talk in open offices is to ask a 
question that plays on the colleagues’ expertise. We saw examples of how someone may directly ask 
for help to a colleague (in Chapter 5, Fragment 4 Pam asks Bill for help with a software) or set up 
an issues with something that is critical to the completion of a work task (in Chapter 5, Fragment 1 
Wendy asks Paolo for help with a case) displaying urgency. The organisation of these episodes of 
talk enable solutions to be found, designing them as necessary interaction usually involving some 
problem someone needs to resolve immediately without necessarily saying “Sorry do you mind 
helping me on this?”. 
Other times we have seen how people legitimise entry to talk by presenting a solution to a problem 
two people are having. We explored instances where it is relevant for C to become involved in an A-
B conversation, giving advice. We have seen examples of when someone comes in to ask a question 
and a colleague begins to help (Chapter 7 - Fragment 2 and Fragment 3), but another colleague may 
have the expertise to answer it, so in part some of these initiations are made legitimate by virtue of 
seeking and/or proffering help. They do not design the initiating turn with an upright manner and 
display of entitlement to speak. They instead legitimise this entry by joining at moments of need or 
when participants seem to have reached a moment of irresolvability.
Secondly, the timing of these initiations is critical in legitimising entry to talk as individuals 
look for specific moments when it might be appropriate to intervene. In sequencing talk of CA 
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(Sacks, 1967a p.525) and in workplace studies (Heath et al.,  1995, p.5) participants are seen to 
often initiate talk at turn completion. In open offices, we see how colleagues do all sorts of pre-work 
to ensure legitimisation to talk at the right moment, when they are joining conversations, starting a 
new one, or waiting to talk to someone in particular. The active but delicate monitoring in the pre-
initiation stage is evident to anticipate moments of relative availability. For instance, Chapter 5 has 
shown some really extraordinary and systematic ways in which people can make sense of  and 
render intelligible another person’s activity when in many cases they only have partial access to that 
activity and in many cases while retaining an appropriate level of unobtrusiveness. So we see how 
these initiations are highly sensitive to people’s use of technologies, i.e., key board use, mouse use, 
screen orientation and how they may display availability. While the pre-work in Chapter 6 shows 
the ways in which people can be acutely sensitive to the emergent conversation of others coming to 
a close, monitoring both the structure of the talk and the character of that talk, but also their bodily 
orientation.
The importance of timing is displayed by delicately building in looks to monitor without being too 
obtrusive, checking and assessing availability (Chapter 6, Fragment 2) or waiting for availability to 
be displayed (Chapter 5, Fragment 1). In one example we see how the initiation is sensitive to the 
evolving talk, with Frank meticulously positioning the initiation as latching on Simon’s completion 
turn (Chapter 6, Fragment 1). Sensitivity to timing is also displayed by recognising when not to 
intervene (Chapter 6, Fragment 3). This shows the subtleties through which people can decide that 
this moment, might be opportune or relevant to intervene, to suggest, implicate or engender some 
form of mutual engagement.
Lastly, entitlement to talk is not assumed it is instead rendered legitimate also in part by the 
display of the brevity of these initiations. That is these moments of engagement and re-engagement 
are designed as brief, momentary interventions and contributions to talk. For instance, participants 
make it obvious in the talk that it will be a short interaction, by saying “>>Thee only thing with this 
Paolo:^>>”  (Chapter  5,  Fragment  1)  alluding  to  quickness  of  the  query.  The  design  of  these 
initiating turns can indicate how long you want the collaboration to be and portray the kinds of 
commitment you require from your colleague. We saw how at times a co-worker just needs a quick 
answer which does not even require the colleague to turn around (Chapter 5, Figure 12) other times 
they may require someone to come close to their desk and look at something on the computer 
screen (Fragment 3, Chapter 5).
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The brevity  of  these interventions is  flagged to  legitimise the interruption.  This  is  in  part  also 
because the manner in which they are designed facilitates the resuming of their colleague’s own 
individual work, so that after their brief interaction they can go back to their own work moments 
later. Participants are seen to adjust the talk to allow for someone to finish off his initial work before 
answering (Chapter 5, Fragment 3). So in open offices people can get on with their work and can 
come up with a passing query or remark which can be addressed and then one may resume to their 
own individual work (Chapter 5, Fragment 3).
They key themes that we started to reveal about the ways in which these initiations are managed in 
the open office are around (i) the use of artefacts, (ii) multi-party interaction and (iii) the emergence 
of a shared history of the office. 
9.2 Artefacts as Resources
We have explored how actions are organised fundamentally through material resources that 
are around in the office and how objects feature throughout initiations that we have considered. 
Generally, we noted while objects feature in how you do a task and how you coordinate the task, 
they are also used in ways that cannot be anticipated. That is a computer is not just used to do work, 
a phone is not just used to make phone calls and a swivel chair is not just used to sit on it (Suchman 
1997;  Luff,  1992;  Martin,  2011).  Our  research  study  contributes  to  our  understanding  of  how 
artefacts are used and how they are critical to the initiation of these brief episodes of engagement. In 
many ways the thesis is preoccupied with how the tools of the contemporary office — screens, 
keyboards and swivel chairs — feature in the delicate coordination of work and especially in the 
movement from the seemingly individual to the explicitly collaborative work.
We have shown how people assess other’s availability by virtue of their engagement with 
tools and technologies. People can display availability and interest to speak to someone by using 
tables. We saw how tapping on the table is an audible gesture that can render you visible (Chapter 6, 
Fragment 3). While, people may display unavailability, that they are involved in an activity and are 
busy by orienting to their computer screens and not moving (Chapter 8, Fragment 5). Assessing 
someone’s availability in office spaces is partly based upon the visible or aural assessment of what 
you are doing with objects and how you are using these objects. 
A way to display availability is to show task completion. One can display the change in the quality 
of an activity and the end of it by closing a pen loudly or tapping loudly on the enter button of the 
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keyboard (Chapter 8, Fragment 5; Chapter 5, Fragment 3). The way someone continuously types on 
the keyboard can display that this activity is almost coming to an end, as opposed to displaying 
unavailability  because  of  the  way  the  object  is  used  and  how the  participant  is  oriented  to  it 
(Chapter 5, Fragment 3). Even something as subtle as lifting the hands off the mouse, can display 
availability  and  can  induce  someone  to  initiate  collaboration  as  it  can  show  that  you  are 
momentarily disrupting your individual activity and perhaps showing availability to start a new one 
(Chapter 5, Fragment 1). People may display transitioning of activities and readiness to speak by 
hanging up the phone loudly following a remarkable phone call in going from speaking on the 
phone to speaking outloud. This way the participant anticipates the immediate outloud he produces 
(Chapter 8, Fragment 9). 
Also, the participant can display availability, by making visible the act of being hung up on but also 
by holding the phone visibly and dramatically midair, and not down in a sensitive manner unlike 
what  one  may  think  when  holding  a  phone  (Chapter  8,  Fragment  8).  Task  completion  and 
availability can also be displayed by using the swivel chair to display the end of a conversation as 
people are seen to distance themselves from the person they are speaking to with the chair and 
moving back towards  their  individual  work (Chapter  6,  Fragment  1).  So people  can anticipate 
upcoming  boundaries,  identify  the  appropriate  time  to  speak  and  manage  coordinated  entry  to 
mutually  focused  interaction  from  the  ways  in  which  one  may  be  using  certain  artefacts  or 
technologies.
People engage others by referring to or evoking objects. We have shown how people may 
topicalise  the  initiating turn  by looking at  their  computer  screens  when formulating queries  or 
making comments. Participants design the turns in a way of getting the other to understand the 
query that you have, visibly embodying the orientation of something produced or happening now 
and to cross reference some kind of work activity that is occurring on the screen (Chapter 5 and 
Chapter 8). People legitimise entry to talk by orienting to both their colleague but also their screen, 
as a resource to warrant or connect an initiation into an activity beyond talk. This way the colleague 
can make the link that the query has to do with something on the screen (see Fragment 1, Chapter 
5).  So  it  is  not  just  about  interrupting  a  colleague,  but  you  are  rendering  visible  within  the 
production of the query what it is that you are referring to, by exploring how objects play in the 
ways in which these initiations are organised both by the initiator and the receiver. This way one not 
only topicalises the question but also makes the resources available to others of where the answer to 
it might be. So screens are used not only to take a measure of someone else’s commitment to an 
activity in which they are engaged but the orientation to the screen of the person asking the query 
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can be used as a resource to link this initiation into an activity. In the same way one can display to 
the other what your concern might be about and how it might be relevant to them by holding a pay 
slip in a certain way (Chapter 8, Fragment 5).
So we see how people may discover in how you are initiating talk that it connects with an object or 
technology in the local milieu. The orientation to the screen, the holding of the pay slip or phone 
and the way one types on the keyboard provides with the rough sense of what you are doing, and 
entry into talk might be legitimised in part by virtue of an activity you are engaged in with an 
object. So the use of objects is not just about displaying availability, or linked to the notion of 
awareness and monitoring but often times using objects is partially used as a source to open up the 
possibility of conversation with others, allowing for these momentary episodes of talk.
Lastly,  the  recipients  can  display  their  commitment  to  the  other,  in  this  emerging 
conversation  by  virtue  of  their  use  of  objects.  Colleagues  can  display  different  forms  of 
commitment and involvement to a conversation by taking off their glasses to show a high level of 
engagement to a conversation, showing the continuous commitment, momentarily, taking time out 
to deal with the problem facing a colleague (Chapter 5, Fragment 2). People display that they are 
involved and listening to a conversation by progressively moving the swivel chair from turning to 
shifting  completely  around  facing  the  colleagues,  not  only  their  head  but  their  body.  Higher 
involvement in the conversation is displayed by using the swivel chair to move closer to a colleague 
or by leaning and resting on the arm rest (i.e., Chapter 8, Fragment 9; Chapter 5, Fragment 1). This 
is tied to Schegloff’s (1998) work on body torque, moving beyond the analysis of “full turns” by 
showing the ways in which different sorts of objects and materials in the office are used to display 
different levels of engagement to a conversation that is emerging.
9.3 Multi-Party Interaction and Spatial Organisation
Most of the instances we have explored in these office environments are about interrupting 
someone while they are busy carrying out their individual work. A lot of the analysis in this thesis is 
about  two-party  interaction,  but  we  have  also  examined  the  emergence  of  multiple  party 
conversations. In open offices often times people are not asked to join conversations, and they are 
not looking to join conversations between strangers to which they need to be updated on, but they 
voluntarily join it. For the instances of joining two-party encounters, studies claim that it involves 
waiting to become a ‘ratified member’ of the conversation, or becoming part of Kendon’s (1977) 
‘ecological huddles’, Goffman’s (1963) ‘circles of talk’ and going from being an ‘outsider’ to an 
‘insider’ (Pillet-Shore,  2010).  In  open  offices  however,  it  is  more  complex  as  participants  are 
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together  in  the  same  environment  and  have  access  to  each  other’s  conversations.  Colleagues 
initiating  talk  with  other  colleagues  are  not  straightforwardly  outsiders  and  are  certainly  not 
complete  strangers,  they  would  have  likely  interacted  minutes  before.  In  open  offices  co-
participants are already in some ways ‘insiders’, and yet there is still interactional work needed to 
do to join conversations. 
To join other people’s conversations when moving from A-B conversations to A-B-C conversations, 
one still needs to legitimise entry to talk to become ‘part’ of someone else’s conversation. Similarly 
to Pillet-Shore’s (2010) analysis of people entering a room and joining a conversation, claiming that 
outsiders prefer to be invited to conversations (p.171), we find in open offices that even if people 
know each other, there is strong evidence of deferential behaviour. One waits for the moment in 
which someone may be excused to make a contribution legitimising entry with contributing to a 
conversation at the time of need. 
In almost all instances we examined, the delicacy in the way in which one intervenes and 
one positions the initial utterance introduces sets of issues around responsibilities specific to open 
office interaction resonating with Goffman’s (1981) issues of deference. Goffman (1981) defines 
rules of conduct as a guide to behaviour as the “appreciation carried by an act of deference implies 
that the actor possesses a sentiment of regard for the recipient,” revealing how there are obligations 
and expectations when interacting with one another (Goffman, 1981, p.473, 478). The same applies 
to open offices. On the one hand a colleague is expected to help a colleague who asked for help, but 
on the other hand that colleague is expecting a sense of politeness when being approached. For 
instance a type of work deference described by Goffman (1981) in hospitals involved nurses and 
doctors when passing by the ward in the engagement in salutations, or invitations or even giving 
compliments to one another (Goffman, 1981, p.486). Through the analysis of these instances of 
interaction we find what deference means in action, in open office. Work deference in open offices 
is instead displayed by (i) being deferential to the participants of the conversation in the way one 
initiates talk and also by (ii) being deferential to the integrity of their conversation.
That  is,  we  see  how one  may  design  the  initiation  as  attention  grabbing  (using  perturbations, 
repetitions, tentative mergence of the question, extending the talk or by designing the turn as story 
telling), minimising obtrusiveness, but still  with sensitive regard for the competing demands on 
others. Also, though we see how even if the reason for intervening and joining a conversation is 
legitimised by urgency and essentially work development, the potential for resolution is not enough 
to assume entitlement to speak, as the colleague is delicate in all sorts of ways when joining a 
conversation. That is, one designs the intervention by being sensitive to the immediate prior turn, 
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designing the initial turn as topically relevant and sensitive to it (Fragment 1, Chapter 7). Deference 
in timing is also displayed in moments when not to intervene, we observed in Fragment 6 how Bill 
apologises for cutting off Pam’s attempt to join in. So the delicacy in which acquainted people deal 
with joinings is also deferential to the colleague who is getting “dismissed” by the conversation.
Another instance shows how when joining a conversation one not only is deferential to the evoking 
talk  but  he/she  is  deferential  to  the  current  situational  and  institutionality  of  the  ongoing 
conversation.  If  we  take  Fragment  3  of  Chapter  7,  we  have  shown how the  initiation  turn  is 
deferential to the co-participant designing the turn as a suggestion rather than an order, presenting it 
as team work, thus designing it so they can achieve turn completion together. The initiator comes in 
to participate with a colleague, as opposed to making a one off contribution. He does not undermine 
her ability to help, respecting and maintaining his colleague’s current role of the ‘helper’. At the 
same time he  is  still  helping  solving  the  issue  by  not  taking  over  the  conversation.  With  this 
instance, we also see when working together how elements of back stage are managed front stage: 
Bill and Pam sort of have their own interaction back stage while maintaining a front stage. Bill 
displays to the student elements of co-operation with his colleague, such that the squint and nod 
suggest that Bill is clarifying things with Pam while they are interacting and solving a problem 
together. 
That said, we explored an instance when someone was indeed ‘part’ of the conversation without 
even verbally speaking but just being present (Chapter 7, Fragment 5), standing in contrast with 
studies mentioned earlier on first having to become a ‘ratified member’ of the conversation. We see 
the spatial repositioning bound up with joining and how the participant moves into the ecological 
space  before  speaking.  We  see  the  ways  in  which  you  can  spatially  reconfigure  to  join  a 
conversation showing an interest in some kind of way by looking, by turning and also physically 
moving in the conversation, hoping to be potentially invited and essentially being ‘part’ of it.
So we have seen a range of ways in which people remain sensitive to, and deferential to 
other people’s discussions while showing an interest.  Also, we see how this chapter deals with 
space and spatial position by establishing co-presence and orientation towards a conversation. A lot 
of these instances are about helping someone out, assisting and contributing in a way; bringing to 
light the delicate ways in which the notion of responsibility and contributions and legitimisation of 
entry to talk, are all being worked out within these fragments. It is nice to think that even if people 
know each other in these settings, and how these settings are known to encourage collaboration 
there seems to be a delicate deference and sensitivity to spatial awareness in the way in which one 
joins conversation with others.
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9.4 Shared History of the Office
Schegloff (2010) defines continuing states of incipient talk as places “that involve people 
co-present  in  the  same  place  or  traveling  through  the  same  places  (think  carpool,  public 
transportation), who therefore share sensory access to the same environment” (p.47).  Colleagues in 
an open office are indeed in a continuing state of incipient talk and this thesis has unpacked what it 
means for interaction to have access to a shared environment, working side by side others. We have 
observed how sharing a work environment means enabling others to see the relevance of what they 
are doing and why they are doing it now. With this research study though, we move beyond studies 
that tend to focus on how one may render something that is happening right now visible to others, or 
findings on how one may monitor someone’s current state of availability for interaction to occur. 
With this examination of open offices we also consider how current interaction can invoke past 
interactions. We found how initiating turns often appeal to the relevance of something that already 
happened  in  the  shared  work  environment,  invoking  aspects  of  activities  co-workers  know in 
common. This makes interaction at work not only about the “here  and now” but also about the 
“before and then”. 
These distinctive moments of engagement and re-engagement within states of incipient talk, 
often rely on a local history of knowledge within the office. We find how one may design initiations 
which assume and rest upon this shared office knowledge, setting up the ways in which for others to 
respond. For instance, the outloud “$Oh fa::b”, even though it may seem like a general comment, it 
specifically refers to an email (Fragment 4, Chapter 8) and it is designed in such a way to engender 
a  particular  kind  of  response.  In  the  same  way,  the  outloud  “Love  Scott=”  encourages  the 
participants to not only make the connection of his comment to the phone conversation Bill just 
had, but also to know who Scott  is and to engender a specific kind of alignment (Fragment 9, 
Chapter 8). So we see how initiating turns often invoke conversations and experiences assumed to 
be known in common. Another example is Fragment 1, Chapter 5, in which Wendy does not specify 
what “this” is and who “they” are in the initiating turn but assumes that Paolo can make the link.
So one may design an initiation by referencing aspects of work and conversation which might have 
been touched on already. We see how legitimising entry to talk is not just about availability of 
current information, or something that has just occurred, or overhearing a conversation that just 
happened, but often response cries play on the fact that a colleague will remember in the afternoon 
something that might have happened in the morning. For example Fragment 3, Chapter 8 works on 
the back of a previous conversation that colleagues had about this topic that day, showing how one 
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may introduce re-occurring issues in the office. In Fragment 6, Chapter 8 we have shown how one 
may remind someone something. So part of legitimising these initiations to talk is to design them so 
to enable someone to recast the relevance of something that happened some time ago as relevant to 
the here and now.
Early CA studies have looked at recipient design (Schegloff's 1972, Sacks 1979, Schegloff 
1996) and Goffman (1963) talks about what it means to be in “co-presence” being: “an interactional 
state resulting from their awareness of others around them, and from their knowledge that others 
have  the  same  awareness  of  them”  (p.17).  More  recently  studies  have  looked  at  speakers 
assumptions of recipient’s assumption about speakers’ meaning and attitude (Depperman 2014). 
Indeed, given the evidence of the history of some of the topics of conversation in open offices 
explored and the recipients’ mostly immediate observable understanding, what is specifically unique 
about  this  domain  is  having  mutual  availability  to  previous  phones  calls,  access  to  previous 
conversations among colleagues of issues that may be re-occurring during the day or week. Sitting 
in  close  proximity  to  one  another  allows for  topics  of  conversations  to  emerge  and re-emerge 
without having to introduce the topic another time but simply making a comment which allows for 
colleagues to make the link. So it is a link reflexively tied to the setting. Colleagues in open offices 
rely upon and assume this shared history to get work done and to initiate and manage conversations.
9.5 Revisiting ‘Interruption’ and ‘Knowledge Sharing’
Having looked at this particular kind of talk, one might assume in the same way that some 
of the literature on open offices assumes, that the opportunity to initiate talk leads to disruption 
(Boje,  1971;  Hundert  and  Greenfield,  1969;  Kraeme,  Sieverts  and  Partners  1977,  Necek  and 
Grandjean, 1973, Sloan; Sundstrom et al., 1982; Brand and Smith, 2005; Danielsson and Bodin, 
2009; O’Neill and Carayon, 1993). However, our data showed quite clearly the evident work that 
people are doing in ensuring that they are not ‘interrupting’ others, that they are at least displaying 
interest in tailoring their initiating turns so that they are not incursive. So despite their seemingly 
disruptive nature, interruptions in open office settings are designed so as not to ‘interrupt’. It is not 
that people in an office interact without care and without being sensitive to other colleagues.
Through the use of video analysis we have unpacked the range of resources that people use to 
delicately coordinate collaborative episodes so it preserves the integrity of other’s current activity. 
We explored the delicacy in which people engage in the stepwise progression of incipient talk, 
delicately orienting to when it might be appropriate to intervene and the pre-work that they go into 
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in both assessing other’s availability and legitimising entry to talk. Also, many of these initiations 
are designed in such a way that does not make incumbent on others to address the talk, or at least 
allows for the possibility of failure. 
So this idea that the numerous possibilities for communication in open offices leads to disruption 
(Kim  and  De  Dear,  2006;  Boutellier  et  al.,  2008;  Quentin,  2014;  Baldry  and  Barnes,  2012; 
Heerwagen  et  al.,  2004),  completely  neglects  the  idea  of  interaction  that  can  be  organised  in 
sensitive manner and that this is critical for the organisation of work activities. 
These findings give us insight to reflect back on the core debate in open office literature 
between interruption and knowledge sharing which was introduced at the beginning of the thesis. It 
is  often  suggested  in  studies  regarding  the  value  of  open  office  settings,  that  the  increased 
possibilities for visibility and movement in open offices allow individuals to share task-relevant and 
friendship — relevant information with one another (Oldham and Brass, 1979, p. 269). Thus, the 
absence of walls and partitions in open offices is expected to enhance the performance feedback 
employees receive from their colleagues (Oldham and Brass, 1979, p. 269). 
When initiating talk with someone at work we have shown that when joining a conversation or 
saying something outloud, on the one hand the colleague being approached could perceive this as an 
interruption of his/her own work, yet at the same time; initiating talk may provide the opportunity 
and could be relevant to share knowledge about a particular work issue. Outlouds in particular are 
interesting initiations of office interaction as they bring forward delicate interactional problems for 
colleagues in office spaces. They bear on the demand to acknowledge these comments because they 
stand in between the fine line of being potentially ignored and laying some sort of obligation to be 
responded to by virtue of their design and relevance for co-workers; laying at the core of the tension 
in office spaces between knowledge sharing and interruption.
In open office spaces, sitting side by side, having access to people’s conversations, phone calls and 
activities  is  not  always  a  bad  thing  as  often  times  it  can  result  in  fruitful  knowledge  sharing, 
conversations and interaction. So sitting together in an open offices, despite what some open office 
literature claims (Quentin, 2014, Landau, 2012; Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.3) can be a real benefit 
for collaboration and problem solving, widening our understanding of ‘workplace awareness’. We 
have seen how people need help from others, sometimes this help is asked specifically to someone 
or offered by getting involved in conversations occurring around. We have shown how tasks in open 
office settings require people to work individually but at the same time carry out some tasks in 
collaboration with each other. This means that colleagues can turn and they can just talk to one 
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another and open office spaces allow for this communication to occur, constantly, as an ongoing 
interaction between colleagues. Knowledge sharing is evidence of this interdependency of tasks. In 
some cases having been working in an office longer than another colleague gives participants more 
knowledge on certain tasks or the fact that they might have had that job before allows for tasks to be 
dependent on others. 
So in many instances, sitting in close proximity to one another can either end up solving a problem 
or clarifying some work doubts or teaching a colleague something, quickly. If it were not for people 
sitting near by and over hearing conversations, some of these opportunities would be lost. Instead 
co-workers would have to take time to seek out help in more structured ways. They would also have 
to make time to explain certain work dynamics that would be otherwise not be obvious to the 
colleagues had they no be sitting side by side all day. Sitting side by side indirectly can help with 
issues that may arise in a future moment. Specifically with response cries, sitting side by side allows 
for the development and building of a shared office history.
As we have seen in  chapter  2  even though open office literature  recognises  the importance of 
‘collaboration’ and ‘knowledge sharing’ and claims that offices are collaborative environments it 
does not focus on details of different forms of collaboration that evolve in the workplace. This 
thesis has shed light on what collaboration is and how it is achieved by co-workers, showing what it 
means to work together and help one another. This brings to light elements of the local culture of 
open office settings and the way culture is established, preserved and exploited through these brief 
exchanges of talk. We see how people share what just happened, what is going on right now or what 
colleagues might do together.  Local culture is  embodied in the sequential  organisation of these 
episodes. However, issues of legitimisation of entry to talk, deference to other, and coordination of 
talk explored are not taught by anyone on their first day of work, it is a tacit culture. 
Studies of corporate culture claim that management plays a role in instilling “values” (Peters and 
Waterman, 1982, p.81) and that management is “the art  of creating strong corporate culture by 
shaping  norms,  instilling  beliefs  —  values  and  generating  emotions”  (Kunda,  2009  p.  356), 
however managers do not have the role to indoctrinate employees on how one should legitimise and 
initiate  talk.  There  is  extensive  discourse  of  a  “corporate  culture”  (Kunda  2009)  as  a  way  of 
identifying the ways in which co-workers should behave, or set guidelines encouraging interaction 
with  one another  and how they should ‘represent’ their  company reflecting such ‘culture’.  For 
example some would assume a “tech culture," which entails “getting ahead,” “networking” and 
“being a self-starter” (Kunda, 2009 p.354). Kunda (2009) speaks of corporate culture and culture 
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requirements such as “informality” and “bottom up decisions making” and “pushing against the 
system," being the traditional workspace made of rules and management (p. 354). 
Over the years there has been this obsession with “corporate life,” with working for companies that 
“harness the effort initiative of its employees in the service of high-quality collective performance 
and at the same time provides them with “the good life”: a benign and supportive work environment 
that offers the opportunity for individual self-actualisations” (Kunda, 2009 p.355). But in reality the 
culture of a company “is a gloss for an extensive definition membership in the corporate community 
that includes rules for behaviour, thought and feeling, all adding up to what appears to be a well-
defined and widely shared ‘member role’ ” (Kunda, 2009 p.354). “Honesty, hard work, moral and 
ethical conduct, a high level of professionalism, and team work are qualities that are an integral part 
of employment” in open offices (Kunda, 2009 p.360). They represent an idea of what a company 
should behave like and look like, “wishful thinking,” as Kunda states.
So perhaps this idea of an open culture and collaborative interaction in open offices is also wishful 
thinking. One way of understanding culture in offices is through the examination of these moments 
of engagement and re-engagement we analysed in this thesis.	  Studies claim that they have created 
spaces  for  people  to  “collaborate”  with  one  another,  and  how  this  layout  “encourages 
conversations”;  indeed the recreational  areas they have specifically set  aside for  interaction are 
meant to create impromptu meetings (Fayard and Weeks, 2011, p.2), However they never specify 
how colleagues actively interact with one another and what the role of a co-worker is in terms of a 
colleague next to you and the implications that such proximity entails. In office spaces there are no 
procedures regarding how you should interrupt someone who is working on his/her computer and 
reading, or typing on his/her key board, or talking to someone else. Studies claim that offices are 
like a second home to some people (Nussbaum, 2015), and how corporate culture tends to create 
home like environments (Kunda, 2009 p.362) and that open offices are now “people companies” 
with this idea of a “fun” culture (Kunda, 2009 p.354, 362). But what does that mean for interaction? 
Indirectly these environments are valued by encouraging people to speak to one another, keep each 
other ‘updated’ as they are open  environments.  However,  these indirect  encouragements do not 
teach their ‘members’ how to organise knowledge sharing and limit interruption. These open offices 
gloss over how one should monitor and retrieve information from ongoing interactions, and they do 
not teach employees how to initiate conversation with their colleagues. Part of work training is not 
to teach how to join conversations, or how to make a response cry or how to make use of artefacts 
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to coordinate interaction; yet we see how in offices from London to Cairo to Abu Dhabi, in fields 
from architecture to lettings, colleagues have similar approaches to initiating talk. 
This study has brought to light what it means to be a colleague and how seemingly out of the blue 
forms of interaction are attentively and commonly organised in open offices. As Goffman (1961) 
claims, ‘members’ are free to interact, they are not “passive objects of control” (p.165, 168); they 
can shape and re-shape interaction, “redefine the demands and their responses” (Kunda, 2009 p.
358). In open offices there is this ‘freedom’ but it does not translate into obtrusive, chaotic and 
disorganised interaction.  The institutionality  of  an open office is  characterised by informal  and 
deferential forms of interaction.
It  is  too simplistic to claim that the organisation and execution of these initiations at  work are 
innate, but they are definitely not taught. This brings us to an interesting feature of work interaction 
to be further examined, raising ideas of potential future studies that have emerged as a result of this 
analysis of interaction at work. This research study raises issues around what shapes interaction at 
work, and the role that local culture plays in these settings, and whether it is shaped by the members 
of the environments or by the nature of work tasks, or a combination of both. It would be relevant to 
study training of employees and the extent to which they indirectly incorporate interactional rules of 
conduct.
9.6 Limitations and Future Research
This thesis has highlighted ways to improve the methods for studying the workplace. It has 
explored  new  ways  of  collecting,  managing  and  analysing  data  and  has  looked  at  diverse 
perspectives on work environments by integrating video, audio, field notes and indigenous paper 
documents. However, there are limitations with regard to the methodological approach used  in the 
analysis.
To begin with, at times the best camera angle still hindered the visibility of certain relevant 
activities. We have seen from this analysis of office interaction how digital communication often 
seems to explicitly link to face-to-face encounters.  We have analysed how one may be reading 
something off their screen, acknowledging the arrival of an email, commenting on the content of a 
document.  However,  the content of emails and screen documents was not clear from the video 
recordings.  The  analyst  can  see  how  a  colleague  may  ‘topicalise’ a  conversation  by  making 
reference to something on the screen, but we cannot see the course of interest. The analyst can 
sometimes differentiate between an email and a software that co-workers are using, but it is not 
possible  to  follow  exactly  what  participants  are  navigating  through  and/or  read  exactly  what 
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participants are reading. A solution to this limitation would be to install cameras on the computer 
screens as opposed to on the floor. This as would enrich our understanding of the interaction by 
refining  our  sense  of  certain  relevant  details  of  interaction  such  as  gaze,  gaze  direction,  gaze 
duration. Also the things they refer to in the talk would be rendered visible by what is on their 
screen.
Some of today’s offices encourage people to use online portals to interact with one another and to 
support their face-to-face interaction. This brings to light another potential future study which could 
entail the examination of how digital communication and digital knowledge sharing are organised 
in comparison to face-to-face interaction (see Harper, 2010). More importantly this study could 
explore how the digital communication affects and translates to face-to-face interaction. Also in this 
case, it would be relevant to extend analytic access to what is showing on the computer screens, this 
may involve introducing more cameras in the setting, or using computer software to collect video 
on their screens. 
Lastly, an analytic limitation that has emerged in this research study is the idea of volume, 
loudness of voice and direction of voice. If we consider the linguistic features of initiating turns, we 
can see how sometimes something as subtle as upward intonation can place an obligation on others 
to  produce  a  response  (i.e.,  Chapter  5,  Fragment  2  and  3;  Chapter  6,  Fragment  2;  Chapter  8, 
Fragment  3).  Other  times  we  have  shown how direction  of  voice  plays  a  role  in  shaping  the 
interaction and displaying the sort of commitment required (See page 101, Chapter 5).  That is, 
whether participants back to back should talk while oriented towards the computer screen or while 
turned around towards the participant. Participants have shown to be sensitive to the colleague’s 
loudness of voice by virtue of the direction of voice. This suggests how direction of voice plays a 
role in shaping the interaction and displaying the sort of commitment required.
This  shows evidence of  the  recognition of  volume and voice  direction,  and how it  affects  the 
organisation of  collaboration and requirements  of  a  specific interaction.  Sometimes the type of 
interaction demands some sort of face-to-face interaction and collaborative focused engagement and 
sometimes it does not. However, the sensitivity to the volume and direction of talk is only hearable 
by the participants, as the analyst does not have access to the exact perception of volume. That is, at 
times the microphone picks up on sounds and can distort  the loudness.  So sometimes a subtle 
movement could be perceived by a participant, but the analyst will perceive it as “very loud” when 
in reality it may not be. 
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Early research by Allan and Guy (1978) looked at loudness more in terms of different types of 
volume such as “amplitude as the range in loudness variation for each vocalised syllable,” other 
research explored loudness variation with regard to ‘interlocking’ (Gottschalk and Gleser 1969, p.
15). More recent research by Fitch and Sanders (2004) explored it in terms of changes of pitch, of 
volume, intonational changes, but not in terms of the perceived loudness for the participants hearing 
the talk (p.78). So it would significantly enrich the analysis if the volume could be detected in a 
better  way,  allowing  for  the  possibility  to  expand  this  topic  of  analysis  which  has  not  been 
extensively  analysed  in  literature  and  only  touched  upon  in  this  thesis.  We  have  seen  the 
appreciation of sound, and the importance of the sensitivity to the direction of volume and the ways 
in which people hear movement of talk has great interactional value and could be further explored.
9.7 Final Remarks
When we introduced the debate of the value of open offices in chapter 2 we considered 
privacy to be one of the major problems for open offices and the fine line “between more effective 
communication and the maintenance of  privacy” (Baldry and Barnes 2012,  p.234,  235).  In the 
analysis of these initiations to talk we have shown how work tasks and activities are instead often 
shared with one another in these open offices. We saw colleagues talk about cases together, clients 
and personal opinions about people. We saw how outlouds can highlight individual activities and 
instead of being privately dealt with they are rendered visible to others and can evoke collaboration 
and discussion. So, while we may not have directly addressed how to maintain privacy, we have 
examined what it means to share information, share knowledge and also how colleagues assume 
and rely on others’ awareness of seemingly individual or private work. With this shared history 
initiations work smoothly and seamlessly. 
Indeed, with this study we have learned a great deal about colleagues at work. The study 
reveals the efforts made to initiate conversation so as not to disrupt and annoy others and may be 
manage what studies refer to as “unwanted interaction” (Rapoport, 1980). In doing so, we see what 
it would take for someone to disrupt and annoy a co-worker, or the ways in which one may avoid 
engaging in conversation. We have revealed what people do to ensure unobtrusiveness and explored 
what is like to inhabit an office with others. In many ways, we have learned about the humanity of 
the  office  and  what  it  means  to  be  adequate  members  of  these  kinds  of  social  environments, 
unpacking the obligations that  come with being a colleague in an open office.  Thus,  the thesis 
brings to light the complexities of working alone, together. That is, we learned about the ways in 
which one may manage the balance between both the obligations towards a  colleague and the 
obligations towards their individual tasks.
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INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS
YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COPY OF THIS INFORMATION SHEET
REC Reference Number: REP(EM)/11/12-48
Title of Project: Work and Communication in Offices 
I would like to invite you to participate in this postgraduate research project.  You should only participate 
if you want to; choosing not to take part will not disadvantage you in any way. Before you decide whether 
you want to take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what your 
participation will involve.  Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with 
others if you wish.  Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information.
This project is interested in exploring patterns of interaction and communication in the work of small 
offices. I am particularly interested in how relationships are managed between colleagues and clients. It 
involves the collection of audio and video recordings of your daily routine work. The data collected will 
not alter your safety, as you will be carrying out your daily routine work. 
• You will always be aware when videotaping is taking place and you are free to withdraw from the 
study at any point without explanation. 
• You can request that videotaping be stopped at any point. 
• Even afterwards, you have the right to cancel your agreement to participate in this study and to 
remove your data from inclusion anytime within three months of the recording.
• You may request that particular segments containing your likeness be deleted. 
• If anyone disagrees to be video taped, filming will be stopped. If anyone that isn’t interested in 
participating in the research has an extended period in view of the camera, if they momentarily 
step onto screen or their audio is recorded, these segments will be deleted from the corpus.
Moreover, data tapes and digital copies will be re-used only if participants have agreed to in the “Use, 
Retention and Reuse of Participation Contributions” form. I will use the recordings for any subsequent 
publication, research as well as for teaching purposes. All uses for commercial or other non-research 
purposes are prohibited. I  may present segments of the tape with accompanying transcriptions in the 
context  of  scholarly  publications,  academic  conferences,  university  classes,  and professional  training 
activities. I will anonymise the data as much as possible. Names of companies and individuals and private 
information will not be used in any circumstances. Moreover, I will attempt (where possible) to mask the 
faces of individuals on published still images.
The  primary  benefits  from  this  work  are  for  the  advancement  of  social  scientific  understanding  of 
communication in the workplace. You will be receiving a copy of the final report upon request. This will 
potentially benefit the organisation by providing design implications of certain technology used, work 
routine patterns and perhaps ways to improve service delivery.
If you do decide to take part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a 
consent form.
Researcher
Francesca Salvadori. PhD Student. 
Department of Management, King's College London
Franklin-Wilkins Building, London SE1 9NH
Email address: francesca.salvadori@kcl.ac.uk
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If this study has harmed you in any way you can contact King's College London using the details below 
for further advice and information: 
Research supervisors:
Professor Jon Hindmarsh. Professor of Work and Interaction.
Department of Management, King's College London
Franklin-Wilkins Building, London SE1 9NH
Email address: jon.hindmarsh@kcl.ac.uk 
Tel. +44 20 7848 4194
Professor Christian Heath. Professor of Work, Interaction and Technology.
Department of Management, King's College London
Franklin-Wilkins Building, London SE1 9NH
Email address:christian.heath@kcl.ac.uk
Tel: 0207 848 4496
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II. Consent Form
CONSENT FORM PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH STUDIES
Please complete this form after you have read the Information Sheet
Title of Project: Work and Communication in Offices
King’s College Research Ethics Committee Ref: REP(EM)/11/12-48
Thank you for considering taking part  in this research. The person organising the research must 
explain the project to you before you agree to take part.  If you have any questions arising from the 
Information Sheet or explanation already given to you, please ask the researcher before you decide 
whether to join in. You will be given a copy of this Consent Form to keep and refer to at any time.
I consent to be audio and video recorded fro the purposes of the research.
I understand that if I decide at any time during the research that I no longer wish to 
participate in this project, I can notify the researchers involved and withdraw from 
it immediately without giving any reason. Furthermore, I understand that I will be 
able to withdraw my data within three months of recording.
I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes explained 
to me.  I understand that such information will be handled in accordance with the 
terms of the Data Protection Act 1998.
Participant’s Statement:
I _____________________________________________________________________
agree that the research project named above has been explained to me to my satisfaction and I agree 
to take part in the study. I have read both the notes written above and the Information Sheet about the 
project, and understand what the research study involves.
Signed Date
INVESTIGATOR'S STATEMENT
I confirm that I have carefully explained the nature, demands and any foreseeable risks (where 
applicable) of the proposed research to the participant.
Signed .....................................................  Date ..........................................





III. Use, Retention and Reuse Form
USE, RETENTION AND REUSE OF PARTICIPANT CONTRIBUTIONS and AUDIO RECORDINGS  
 
STUDY TITLE 
Work and Communication in Offices 
RESEARCHER RESPONSIBLE FOR THE PROJECT 
Francesca Salvadori 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE REFERENCE NUMBER 
REP(EM)/11/12-48 
NAME OF PARTICIPANT 
………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
1. IDENTIFICATION 
I agree to the re-use of any video recording, transcript, audio recording of myself for any subsequent 
publication as well as for teaching purposes’. 
Yes   
I do not agree to the re-use of any video recording, transcript and audio recording of myself for any 
subsequent publication and use.  
Yes   
2. ARCHIVING AND SUBSEQUENT USE 
I agree to my 
Audio recording    Video recording   
Transcript of recording  None          
being archived in a public repository for use by other researchers. 
3. COPYRIGHT 
In order for us to make full use of your contribution and to copy, reformat and reuse it, it is necessary that 
you assign your copyright to King’s College London. 
I hereby assign the copyright in my contribution to King’s College London 
Signed: _________________________________________________ 
Date: _______________________________ 
Signed for the College: _____________________________________ 
Date: _______________________________ 
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IV. Ethics Approval Letter
28th September 2012 
Francesca Salvadori 
Department of Management 
Dear Francesca,  
REP(EM)/11/12-48 ‘Work and Communication in Small Offices’ 
I am pleased to inform you that the above application has been reviewed by the E&M Research Ethics Panel 
that FULL APPROVAL is now granted. 
Please ensure that you follow all relevant guidance as laid out in the King's College London Guidelines on Good 
Practice in Academic Research (http://www.kcl.ac.uk/college/policyzone/index.php?id=247). 
   
For your information ethical approval is granted until 30/09/14. If you need approval beyond this point you will 
need to apply for an extension to approval at least two weeks prior to this explaining why the extension is 
needed, (please note however that a full re-application will not be necessary unless the protocol has changed). 
You should also note that if your approval is for one year, you will not be sent a reminder when it is due to lapse. 
Ethical approval is required to cover the duration of the research study, up to the conclusion of the research. 
The conclusion of the research is defined as the final date or event detailed in the study description section of 
your approved application form (usually the end of data collection when all work with human participants will 
have been completed), not the completion of data analysis or publication of the results. For projects that only 
involve the further analysis of pre-existing data, approval must cover any period during which the researcher will 
be accessing or evaluating individual sensitive and/or un-anonymised records. Note that after the point at which 
ethical approval for your study is no longer required due to the study being complete (as per the above 
definitions), you will still need to ensure all research data/records management and storage procedures agreed 
to as part of your application are adhered to and carried out accordingly. 
If you do not start the project within three months of this letter please contact the Research Ethics Office.   
Should you wish to make a modification to the project or request an extension to approval you will need 
approval for this and should follow the guidance relating to modifying approved applications: http://
www.kcl.ac.uk/innovation/research/support/ethics/applications/modifications.aspx 
The circumstances where modification requests are required include the addition/removal of participant groups, 
additions/removal/changes to research methods, asking for additional data from participants, extensions to the 
ethical approval period. Any proposed modifications should only be carried out once full approval for the 
modification request has been granted. 
Any unforeseen ethical problems arising during the course of the project should be reported to the approving 
committee/panel.  In the event of an untoward event or an adverse reaction a full report must be made to the 
Chair of the approving committee/review panel within one week of the incident. 
Please would you also note that we may, for the purposes of audit, contact you from time to time to ascertain 
the status of your research.  
If you have any query about any aspect of this ethical approval, please contact your panel/committee 
administrator in the first instance (http://www.kcl.ac.uk/innovation/research/support/ethics/contact.aspx).  We 
wish you every success with this work. 
Yours sincerely, 
Daniel Butcher 
Research Ethics Officer
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